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  <0>


  More than half the students in the lecture hall were asleep. That in itself was no surprise—keeping over a hundred college students engaged in a lengthy lecture was a near-impossible task, even for the most seasoned professor. But to make matters worse, the presenter at the podium didn’t have a single distinctive feature that commanded attention. His facial features were hidden by a black cap that he’d pulled low over his face, and the loose plaid shirt and dark jeans he was wearing would have looked at home in the closet of a person of practically any era.


  It was only when he clicked the button on the laser pointer to bring up his presentation slides that the droopy eyes of the audience snapped wide-open. There, on the screen, were the words: Do Hanguk University Students Embody Integrity, Social Responsibility, and Virtue? – A Study.
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  The font size alone—at least 93 point—was shocking enough, but the fact that it was all typed out in Comic Sans was what really hit home. In addition, each letter had been painstakingly outlined in different colors of the rainbow, while behind the text, a blurred image of a well-known animated character loomed.


  “I will now begin my presentation,” the presenter said, his blank, indifferent expression a stark contrast to the audience’s shock. He clicked to the next slide.


  This time, the image that appeared on the screen was comprised of only a single line of text against a black background. The ugly font and alarmingly large text size, however? It remained unchanged.


  “Over the course of this lecture,” the presenter began, “I will examine the effectiveness of Hanguk University’s attempts to bestow their core values—honesty, creativity, and passion—upon their students through an investigation of the reputations of our most distinguished alumni, during which I will redefine the archetype of the model student and explore what roles and responsibilities current students should aspire to in the future, through which...”


  The students who had been jolted awake soon slipped back into a stupor, the shock of the presentation’s visuals quickly wearing off. It didn’t help that the voice of the presenter himself was low and monotonous, with no pitch variation whatsoever. Or that his first sentence seemed to go on forever.


  The content of the lecture was surprisingly in-depth, and the logic was solid. The presenter had conducted a thorough investigation into whether the university’s talent development system, as described on its website, actually worked—and concluded that it didn’t. The alumni he cited as examples included a politician stripped of office for fraud, a professor caught fabricating academic research, and a businessman who’d accepted bribes for job placements.


  For a group assignment meant for a mere two-credit course, the level of dedication was rare. Unfortunately, by the end of the presentation, less than ten people were still listening, and one of them was the class’s professor. Thus, when the presenter wrapped up his presentation—which had run just over ten minutes—with some last words on the importance of honesty and fairness, he was only met with a small, haphazard round of applause.


  “Thank you for listening,” he concluded, then flipped to the last slide.


  Gasps immediately burst from the lips of the few who’d still been paying attention. Even the students who’d been dozing abruptly shot up in their seats, staring at the screen in disbelief.
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  As the room erupted in whispers and murmurs, the professor pushed his glasses up his nose, visibly bewildered. 


  The presenter—Choo Sangwoo—briefly observed the stir that had broken out among his audience. That popular character I used in the background must have really brought the presentation together, he silently concluded.
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  A student wearing a baseball cap pulled low over his eyes entered the professor’s office. The professor, looking slightly troubled, gestured for him to sit.


  “Thanks for dropping by, Sangwoo,” the professor began. “I wanted to talk about your presentation from earlier today.” 


  “Was there some kind of issue with it?” Sangwoo asked.


  “The content was impressive, but…” The professor trailed off, flipping through the attendance sheet with a concerned look. “Did none of your group members participate at all?”


  Sangwoo had delivered a remarkably in-depth presentation all on his own, but it was, after all, a group project. There were supposed to be three other people in his group.


  “No,” Sangwoo replied without a hint of emotion.


  The professor rubbed his forehead with a sigh. “Could you expand on that, please?”


  “Originally, I was only responsible for the first part of the research and the presentation slides,” Sangwoo explained. “However, the person assigned to the second part of the research didn’t send their material to me by 6 p.m. yesterday, as he had promised to do, so I completed it instead. As for the designated presenter, he said he couldn’t attend class due to grief over his great-aunt’s passing, so I took over his part as well.”


  “What about the last one, then?”


  “I never even met them.”


  The professor nodded silently and made three marks on the attendance sheet. Then he peered at the paper closely, as if he had just discovered something.


  “It seems there’s a graduating senior in your group. He emailed me in advance to let me know he wouldn’t be able to attend class this week, as he’d won an award and would be traveling abroad to accept it.” 


  “Yes, I did hear something about someone entering a competition.”


  The professor studied him for a moment. “Given the circumstances, don’t you think leaving his name off the project might be a bit harsh?”


  “No, I do not,” Sangwoo answered simply, his tone unwavering.


  “How come?”


  “If he had only missed class today but participated in every other instance, I would be willing to be more considerate of his situation. But he never attended any of the in-class meetings for the project, let alone contributed to it.”


  The professor pushed the attendance sheet toward Sangwoo. “Take a look. It shows he attended every single class, aside from today’s and last week’s.”


  Sangwoo didn’t even blink. “Perhaps he had someone else mark him as present.”


  A peculiar expression flickered across the professor’s face. “I see. Thank you, Sangwoo. Have a good rest of your day.”


  “Yes, Professor.” 


  Sangwoo bowed politely and exited the office, his face just as impassive as it had been when he first walked in. 


  <1>


  The first semester of Sangwoo’s junior year had finally come to a close. His schedule had been jam-packed with notoriously difficult classes—twenty-one credits worth in total—but he’d managed them just fine. It was the extra two credits he’d put into a course required by the core curriculum that’d worn him down in the end. 


  The class, titled “Ethics for Hanguk University Students,” consisted of weekly lectures and several simple group projects. Indeed, the topic of the final presentation had seemed so straightforward to Sangwoo that, at first, he hadn’t taken it seriously. Even when he’d found out one of his group members would be skipping class entirely for a competition, he hadn’t thought much of it. But then another member had suffered a family emergency, and yet another had ghosted him the day before the presentation. What’d once been a task Sangwoo could’ve easily finished alone in a day had subsequently turned into a time-consuming hassle as he chased down teammates and waited on their materials.


  Annoyed as he’d been, Sangwoo had put it all behind him once the presentation was over—at least until the grades came out, and a minor issue surfaced.


  


  [Freeloader 1: You left my name out??? fr? i told you my grandmother DIED] 10:04 a.m.


  [Freeloader 2: Got an F in Ethics. Happy now?😑🖕] 03:29 p.m.


  [Freeloader 3: we need to talk hoobaenim[1]] 08:22 p.m.


  [Freeloader 3: thanks for making sure i won’t get my diploma] 08:23 p.m.


  


  The day the grades were posted, Sangwoo’s phone was bombarded with messages. Two people sent a single message and left it at that, but one kept pestering him with texts and calls, demanding that they meet in person to talk until Sangwoo finally blocked the number.


  Then came winter break. Sangwoo planned to reduce his course load the following semester to focus on developing a mobile game. To prepare, he had been teaching himself programming languages during the week and working part-time at an internet café[2] on weekends. His life was going smoothly—save for one nagging distraction.


  It happened on a Saturday like any other, which meant he was working at the internet café. Two undergraduates were on their way out after gaming all day, and standing by the register as he was, Sangwoo couldn’t help but overhear their conversation.


  “Did you hear that Jaeyoung isn’t going to be able to graduate this semester?” one of them asked.


  “Huh? How come? I thought he was gonna study abroad.”


  The first student sighed. “It’s because of that core class, Ethics or whatever. Some guy told the professor that Jaeyoung was having someone else mark off attendance for him, so he got an F.”


  “Oh, shit! And he can’t make up for it or anything?” the second student asked. He clicked his tongue.


  “Apparently the professor didn’t wanna compromise for the sake of the guy who snitched.”


  “Oh… So he’s basically telling Jaeyoung to talk to the dude himself.”


  The story sounded all too familiar. Pretending to look busy behind the counter, Sangwoo continued to eavesdrop.


  “I heard the guy’s not picking up his phone, though.”


  “Really? What’s his major?”


  “Not sure. Mechanical Engineering? Comp Sci? Anyway, Jaeyoung has been trying to figure out where he lives. He’s fucking pissed… Nobody knows, though, so he’s screwed big time.”


  There was a slight pause. “I’m honestly kinda impressed that he snitched. Must be one of those goody-two shoes types, huh…?”


  It seemed Sangwoo had found himself tangled up with yet another jerk. Still, this wasn’t the first time he’d gotten caught up in some sort of conflict during his university years. He’d always managed to handle things well enough.


  During his freshman year, for example, he’d almost gotten into a fistfight with a sunbae[3] who tried to force him to down a poktanju[4]. Another time, he’d made it into the school newspaper for refusing to pay the student council fee. He’d even gotten into a scuffle with a stranger on the street over bumping shoulders, and had once ended up at a police station after a heated argument with someone who’d cut in line. But the stakes of all of these incidents were nothing in comparison to the threat of being held back a year. 


  Sangwoo seriously considered changing his phone number, but ultimately decided against it. He hadn’t done anything wrong, so it would be silly to act scared. Still, after that, he couldn’t stop himself from going rigid every time a notification popped up on his phone.


  


  [Visual Arts Han Sooyoung: Hey Mr. Developer! Sry but I don’t think I can do the project anymore, just got a job offer :/ I asked one of my classmates to meet with you instead tho, he’s super good] 12:31 p.m.


  


  Sangwoo had been waiting for this particular text, but the contents were nothing short of depressing. Despite Sooyoung’s slow pace—the culprit of a busy schedule—her illustrations had been absolutely fantastic. Sangwoo had already designed the game around her style, so having to replace her with another artist was far from ideal.


  This school is full of irresponsible people, Sangwoo thought. At least she’d bothered to find someone to replace her before disappearing—though there was no guarantee this replacement would be any good.


  


  [Me: That’s a shame. I liked your style, Sunbaenim.] 12:33 p.m.


  [Visual Arts Han Sooyoung: Dw dw he’s much better than me I promiseee] 12:34 p.m.


  [Me: Could I have his number, at least?] 12:34 p.m.


  [Visual Arts Han Sooyoung: oopsie sorry dont have it, lost all my contacts a while ago LOL] 12:40 p.m. 


  [Visual Arts Han Sooyoung: I told him when & where to meet you when I saw him yesterday tho. He’s in my year and his name is Jang Jaeyoung! :)] 12:41 p.m.


  [Me: Ok.] 12:42 p.m.


  


  After wrapping up the conversation, Sangwoo headed to campus. The meeting was scheduled for four o’clock, but he arrived three hours early to organize character drafts and sketches. 


  Jang Jaeyoung from Visual Arts, huh? he pondered. Aside from the vague promise of talent, he was completely in the dark about the person in question. He didn’t even know whether they were male or female, or what their art style was like. Would they be as busy as Sooyoung, or as willing to leave their job half-finished to chase after some job? 


  For now, he’d just have to give them a chance and see for himself. 


  At 15:55 p.m., Sangwoo packed up his things and headed upstairs. He arrived at the small meeting room he’d reserved on the third floor of the library just one minute before the meeting. He took out his notebook and pen, ready.


  However, the designer didn’t show.


  If it had been any other appointment, Sangwoo would’ve left without a second thought. But his project needed a designer. He couldn’t do it alone. He killed time by playing a game on his phone for ten minutes.


  Still, no designer.


  Maybe they’d mixed up the time, or something urgent had come up. It was also possible that Sooyoung had given them the wrong information—or that they’d simply changed their mind about coming at the last minute. Sangwoo’s mind ran through all the possibilities as another ten minutes passed.


  Still, no designer.


  What a total scumbag, Sangwoo thought. In his experience, anyone who couldn’t be bothered to be punctual rarely turned out to be decent. Working with someone like that was bound to lead to trouble. His frustration simmered as another ten minutes ticked by.


  Still, no designer.


  


  


  


  

    [1] A person with less experience or seniority in a group, such as a school or company. A college student will call their hoobae by name in most cases, but may add the honorific suffix “-nim” out of formality or unfamiliarity.


  


  

    [2] A type of establishment popular in Korea for offering high-speed internet access. Often frequented by those looking to participate in online gaming.


  


  

    [3] The opposite of a hoobae. Used to refer to someone who has more experience or seniority at school or work.


  


  

    [4] A popular bomb shot in Korea. Typically consists of a shot glass of soju dropped into a beer glass. 


  




  “This is it. Last chance,” Sangwoo muttered. Purely out of respect for Sooyoung, the skilled sunbae who had always been kind to him, he’d decided to wait for just ten more minutes.


  But though he sat there with the patience of a monk, the designer still never showed. 


  Gritting his teeth, Sangwoo pushed himself up from his chair. He despised all forms of waste, but nothing irritated him more than wasting time. He had just begun to reach for the doorknob, ready to leave, when the door swung open abruptly.


  “Did I find the right place?” the person on the other side of the door mumbled under his breath.


  Sangwoo continued to scowl angrily as he looked at the newcomer. He was wearing a loose black beanie and had oversized glasses perched on the bridge of his nose. Three metal piercings glinted along one ear. 


  With the attitude of the truly unapologetic, the man sauntered into the room and casually flopped down in the seat across from Sangwoo. Though they were supposed to be having a meeting, his hands were notably empty when he pulled them from his pockets. He rubbed them together before finally glancing up.


  The man’s eyes widened as they met Sangwoo’s. He pointed a finger at him. “Hey!” 


  “Can I help you?” Sangwoo asked. He reflexively reached up to feel his own cheek, wondering if there was something on his face. 


  The man looked momentarily taken aback, but he soon regained his composure. His raised lids lowered, falling over his previously wide eyes. 


  Though Sangwoo had already lost all interest in working with the man in front of him, he decided to go through the motions for the sake of protocol. He forced himself back into his seat and gripped his pen.


  “Are you the designer?” he asked curtly, avoiding eye contact.


  “I sure am.”


  “Are you aware of what the project entails?”


  The man hummed distractedly. “Kinda.”


  Suppressing a wave of frustration, Sangwoo explained patiently, “I’m developing a 2D action-adventure game geared toward children. It’s based out of the Creator2d-x framework, and will be played in first-person perspective.”


  The man didn’t seem to be listening to a word Sangwoo had said. He was slouched in his chair, bouncing his legs up and down. Then, without bothering to ask for permission, he suddenly picked up Sangwoo’s notebook and started flipping through it.


  “Someone’s done their homework,” the man commented.


  Sangwoo snatched the notebook back, flipped to a blank page, and set it down on the table before pulling a folder from his bag and handing it to the man. The documents within detailed his game’s title and overall concept, accompanied by the preliminary character designs Sooyoung had created.


  The man glanced down, silently examining the papers. “Man, this sucks ass,” he mumbled under his breath—though it was plenty loud enough for Sangwoo to hear. Lifting his eyes away from the meticulously organized Veggie Man drafts, he added, “Your previous designer’s usually pretty good, but I can see she half-assed this. The concept’s unoriginal and the sketches are lazy.”


  With a flick of his hand, the man sent the folder flying back in Sangwoo’s direction—the corner clocked Sangwoo right in the nose.


  Sangwoo placed the folder on top of his notebook, his expression hardening. He had planned to at least go over the details of the project out of courtesy, but his patience had already worn thin. Realizing that exerting any more effort would only drain his energy further, he decided to cut the meeting short.


  “I don’t think we’re a good fit,” Sangwoo declared, gathering up his notebook and folder. “I’ll look for another designer.”


  “Are you really that good at coding?” Jaeyoung asked out of nowhere. “Like...if I asked you to implement something, would you be able to?”


  “I can implement almost any feature that would be necessary for a 2D action-adventure game, as long as it’s been designed properly.”


  “You sound pretty sure of yourself,” the man remarked.


  The dismissive tone stung at Sangwoo’s pride. Was the guy underestimating him because he was just a student? Or because he’d only recently returned to school after finishing his military service?


  “I’m especially skilled in debugging and optimization,” Sangwoo clarified. “In high school, I built a budget-tracking app, and I even developed an HTML5-based arcade game—”


  “That stuff’s not what truly matters,” Jaeyoung said, cutting him off. Pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose a little, he tapped a finger on the Veggie Man concept sheet. “It’s not enough for a game to just run without errors. It’s gotta be fun. How smooth the animations are, how satisfying it is to hit an enemy—those are the real selling points. And it’s not just the graphics; background music matters too. Which makes me wonder: Can I really trust your judgment when you okayed a garbage concept like this? Is this project going to be worth the time I invest in it?”


  The man was totally unpredictable. One moment he acted as if he couldn’t care less, the next, he was all business.


  Sangwoo instinctively tensed. “If you put your faith in me, I will do my best.” 


  As soon as the words left his mouth, frustration bubbled up inside him. He wasn’t some subcontractor who had to grovel; he was the one hiring for this project.


  “But first...” Sangwoo straightened up and crossed his arms. “Do you have any experience working on mobile game projects, Sunbaenim?”


  It was a well-timed counterattack. If the man turned out to be all talk and no skill, Sangwoo was ready to walk out the door without a second thought.


  “No,” Jaeyoung responded easily.


  “Goodbye.”


  “But I do have quite a bit of experience in web design…”


  Sangwoo paused in the middle of rising from his seat. If the man was skilled at crafting website UI, designing an app shouldn’t be much of a stretch. Beyond the smaller object sizes and additional optimization requirements, the fundamentals were the same. Plus, Sooyoung had spoken as if this deadbeat was exceptionally talented.


  “May I see your portfolio?” Sangwoo asked.


  The man smirked, pulling a tablet from his coat pocket. A few taps later, he handed it over to Sangwoo.


  Sangwoo studied the sight on the screen before him. A list of projects had been arranged in a horizontal scroll, displayed against a clean white background like paintings at an art gallery. Carefully examining each piece, he zoomed in to check the details.


  From websites to posters, logos to illustrations, it seemed this guy could do it all. And the quality was far above what you’d typically expect of a college student. He’s even better than most pros, Sangwoo concluded. UI efficiency—check. Conciseness of interface—check. Effective color usage—check. And his illustration skills? They were excellent. His art style was distinct, lively, and full of character.


  In his mind, Sangwoo had already discarded the sketches for the project he’d adored, his mind moving on to something better.


  “Yeah, I’m no slouch,” the man said, catching a glimpse of Sangwoo’s reaction.


  “You did all of these yourself, correct?”


  After dismissing Sangwoo’s question with a snort, the man began to sketch something in Sangwoo’s discarded notebook with a pen. After twenty seconds, he’d produced a drawing of a carrot character. It was nothing like Sooyoung’s designs. His carrot was rebellious, edgy, and…incredibly stylish. 


  It was absolutely amazing. Sangwoo couldn’t help but be impressed; the man clearly had every right to be proud of his skills. His heart raced with excitement, though he forced himself to keep it in check. He still had a few lingering doubts.


  “Can you dedicate your time to this project throughout the entirety of next semester?” Sangwoo asked.


  “Yeah. I happen to have a ton of free time because my graduation plans got screwed up.”


  “What if you get a job offer halfway through the project like Sooyoung-sunbae?”


  The man shrugged. “I always finish what I start.”


  Only minutes ago, Sangwoo had inwardly sworn that he would never trust someone who was forty minutes late to a meeting. But now the man suddenly seemed trustworthy. With talent like his, Sangwoo could overlook a little tardiness. That was saying a lot, considering Sangwoo usually held punctuality—and diligence—above all else.


  “Could I have your number then?” Sangwoo asked, respectfully offering the man his phone.


  Jaeyoung took it and began to enter his number. Then abruptly, his expression shifted. His brows furrowed as he slowly tilted his head to look up at Sangwoo.


  “My number’s already in here.”


  “No, that can’t be right,” Sangwoo objected.


  The man’s voice grew sharper. “Here, look.”


  Confused, Sangwoo took his phone back—and saw that it was already calling someone.


  


  Calling Freeloader 3…


  


  Sangwoo and the man stared at the screen in silence as the number dialed. Then, from somewhere within the room, a ring sounded.


  The man pulled his own phone from his coat pocket, his expression cold. He let out a dry, disbelieving laugh as he stared at the screen. Glancing at it himself, Sangwoo saw the name he’d been saved under.


  


  Incoming call from Motherfucker!


  


  In shock, Sangwoo bolted out of the meeting room, leaving his notebook and pen behind. He didn’t dare look back, so he had no idea if the man called after him, chased him, or just stayed where he was.


  The next twenty minutes were a blur. When Sangwoo finally made it home, he only paused to catch his breath after he’d secured the door using all three of its locks. His knee was throbbing, aggravated from him tripping as he’d rushed up the stairs. 


  Sangwoo staggered over to the fridge and gulped down a bottle of water. “This can’t be happening,” he muttered to himself.


  For the longest moment, he stood rooted to the spot, dazed. Then he finally mustered the courage to pull out his phone. No missed calls or messages.


  With trembling fingers, Sangwoo unblocked “Freeloader 3” and immediately saw a string of unread texts and missed calls pop up. Five days ago, Jang Jaeyoung, or Freeloader 3, had sent him a lengthy text, apologizing and asking to meet.


  In the message, Jaeyoung admitted he’d made a mistake in not reaching out to Sangwoo directly about his absences, since he was the one who was the group representative. He claimed he’d explained everything to another group member instead. There were also several follow-up texts, some of which felt borderline threatening.


  


  [Freeloader 3: you’ll regret this] 2 days ago


  


  That was the last message.


  As Sangwoo scrolled through the texts, his initial shock began to fade. The man he’d thought was a talented game designer had turned out to be nothing more than a shameless, self-centered scumbag with zero integrity. In a way, he was lucky to have found this out before they’d actually started working on the project together.


  A part of him did feel disappointed, especially after seeing Jaeyoung’s impressive illustrations, but Sangwoo knew it was in his best interest to just move on. There was no way he’d ever work with a punk like Jaeyoung, and he doubted the guy would want to work with him either.


  I did nothing wrong, Sangwoo reassured himself. The conflict had been unexpected, but in the end, it was entirely Jaeyoung’s fault—not his. 


  Even so, an uneasy feeling lingered in the pit of Sangwoo’s stomach. He kept glancing at his phone until exhaustion finally overtook him and he fell asleep in the early hours of the morning. When he woke up, a new message was waiting for him.


  


  [Freeloader 3: Sangwoo-ya[1], let’s talk] 08:56 a.m.


  


  Sangwoo tried to rub the sleep from his eyes, then stared at the screen for a long moment. Ever since he’d been a small child, he’d only ever been called by a nickname. He’d practically gone through his entire life without hearing his first name. 


  Then, in college, he’d been “Sunbae” or “Mr. Choo.” During his military service, it’d been “Private Choo,” “Corporal Choo,” and finally “Sergeant Choo.” The only people who ever called him just “Sangwoo-ya” were his parents.


  


  [Me: You’ve got the wrong number. Have a nice day.] 09:01 a.m.


  [Freeloader 3: Choo Sangwoo — 25 yrs old, junior, Comp Sci major] 09:02 a.m.


  [Freeloader 3: Returned from military leave this September] 09:02 a.m.


  [Freeloader 3: Not a member of any club or student association] 09:03 a.m.


  [Freeloader 3: unless you’re planning to drop out, we should meet] 09:05 a.m. 


  [Freeloader 3: and that’s me asking nicely] 09:05 a.m.


  


  The messages were unsettling—menacing, even. Sangwoo stared intensely at the screen, reading them over and over. As he did, two new texts came in.


  


  [Freeloader 3: meet me at the campus front gate by 6] 09:07 a.m.


  [Freeloader 3: promise i won’t beat u up] 09:07 a.m.


  


  Sangwoo scoffed, clenching his phone tightly. “As if.”


  He hadn’t done anything wrong; there was no reason for him to listen to the guy. So what if he’d done some digging on him? What was he going to do, report him to the police? If anyone was going to do that, it was Sangwoo—he was no stranger to taking advantage of their authority. He knew exactly how to handle the police, down to when to call them and what to say.


  He reread Jaeyoung’s message, slowly this time. Whatever the guy’s intentions were, this text was clearly a threat. 


  Still, Sangwoo wasn’t perturbed in the slightest. Jaeyoung had no real power over him. Aside from diligently attending classes, he kept his involvement with campus activities to a minimum, which meant his professors were the only ones who could affect him in any way.


  


  [image: ]


  


  


  


  

    [1] “-ya” and “-a” are vocative suffixes in Korean used to address someone informally, often expressing familiarity or affection. “-ya” is added to names ending in a vowel, while “-a” is used for names ending in a consonant.


  




  After three days, Sangwoo assumed that the ridiculous feud between himself and Jaeyoung had finally fizzled out. However, when they inevitably ran into each other again, this assumption turned out to be entirely and painfully incorrect.


  On that fateful day, Sangwoo was restocking cabinets with bags of chips when a pack of college students rushed through the internet café’s front door. The tallest one was saying, “I told you, there’s nothing going on between us. We just grabbed a meal, that’s…all…” He trailed off when he saw Sangwoo, and his footsteps slowed.


  Lightning seemed to crackle between the two men as their eyes met. Just like a scene in a movie, time ground to a halt and the rest of the world faded away. 


  Behind Jaeyoung’s oversized glasses, his previously impassive eyes widened in surprise and then narrowed into calculating slits. If it hadn’t been for the intensity in his gaze, Sangwoo honestly might not have recognized him at all. But given the internet café’s proximity to their school, all it took was a little critical thinking to realize that the likelihood of running into him here was relatively high. 


  Even though he hadn’t really done anything wrong, Sangwoo’s fingers went stiff with anxiety. The bag of chips he’d been holding dropped to the floor, and a number of thoughts flashed through his head. Damn it, this is going to be annoying, and Get me out of here! were among them. 


  Although Sangwoo was silently readying himself for a fight, Jaeyoung simply walked right past him and disappeared into the smoking room with his four friends. Returning to his chair behind the counter, Sangwoo tried to get some studying done. But he found he couldn’t focus on his textbook or class notes at all.


  Sangwoo glanced up from his book, noted the location of the PC Jaeyoung’s head was peeking over, then turned to look at a window on the screen of his own computer. It showed a list of the users who were currently in the internet café and what programs they were using. Jaeyoung—seat number thirty-two—was playing an online RPG when he looked first. He eventually turned to an FPS game, then an MMORPG, all while Sangwoo didn’t manage to turn a single page. 


  Maybe I was worried about nothing, Sangwoo mused. He’d honestly thought that Jaeyoung would give him a punch or two, based on the threatening texts he’d sent. But now it seemed like he was finally going to act his age and drop the pointless incident—not that Sangwoo was going to complain about it any less. 


  However, these hopes were dashed when he saw a message pop up on his computer screen.


  


  [Order for Customer #32: Super-spicy instant noodles] 


  


  Of course. With a long sigh, Sangwoo rose to his feet and began to prepare the noodles according to the recipe, pouring precisely 450 mL of water into the pot. Although it only took minutes to boil, it felt like hours. 


  As he methodically cracked the dried noodles in half, placed them in the pot, and sprinkled the soup base on top, Sangwoo thought back on how he’d resolved past conflicts. As far as he could remember, he’d always fought with logic, choosing to point out other parties’ faults instead of letting his emotions overcome him. They, on the other hand, most commonly dealt with their anger by swearing at him or even occasionally taking a swing in his direction. When violence of that sort broke out, he preferred calling the police rather than reciprocating punches with punches. 


  Deciding he might as well follow the same protocol when dealing with Jaeyoung, Sangwoo headed over to the smoking room. When he pushed the door open and stepped inside, he found the space hazy with cigarette smoke. 


  Carefully balancing the plate with the bowl of instant noodles in his hand, Sangwoo walked over to seat number thirty-two. Jaeyoung was reclined comfortably in the chair with a cigarette between his lips. When Sangwoo set the plate down, Jaeyoung spun the chair to face him and stared at him with a strange look on his face. He was wearing a red sweatshirt with a totally obnoxious pattern on the chest area, making him look more like a common thug more than anything else.


  Disgusting, Sangwoo thought to himself. He began to turn around, but Jaeyoung’s leisurely voice brought him to a halt. 


  “I didn’t realize you worked here, Hoobaenim.” Frowning slightly, Jaeyoung stubbed out his cigarette on an ashtray. As a thin stream of smoke rose into the air, he slowly looked back at Sangwoo. “So, why have you been ghosting me? You’re hurting your hyung’s[1] feelings, you know.”


  Sangwoo wasn’t quite sure how to respond. He knew how to stand his ground against someone who threatened him or used violence, but he’d never encountered someone who picked a fight in such a calm manner.


  “Answer me, Sangwoo-ya.” 


  Jaeyoung’s voice was very gentle, especially considering that he was harassing someone. Silently, Sangwoo decided he would hold back until the man showed his true colors.


  When Sangwoo finally responded, it was with a: “Can I help you?”


  “Yeah. Look me in the eyes when I’m talking.”


  This was a request that Sangwoo could easily fulfill. He lifted his head to meet Jaeyoung’s eyes, and the other man glanced away to light another cigarette. For a long moment, he just sat there with smoke occasionally puffing out through his lips. Then he looked back at Sangwoo and abruptly extended his right hand.


  “Let’s make up,” he demanded. “We’re supposed to make that game together, right?”


  Sangwoo stared at the large hand that had been offered to him, unsure if he was seeing things. Concluding it was indeed reality, he then blinked curiously. 


  “How can we make up if we have never fought? Furthermore, I am not planning on making anything with you, Sunbaenim.”


  Jaeyoung dropped his hand back into his lap and chuckled incredulously. “Why do you think I was asking to meet up, huh?”


  “I have no idea.”


  “Well, maybe you should try being a bit more creative.”


  Sangwoo shrugged. “Talking with me will not change your grades. As someone who evidently possesses a high-enough IQ to be accepted into a university, I hope you know that.”


  Jaeyoung crossed his arms, lips turning up in a cold smile. “You think this is about my damn grades? The correction period ended weeks ago.”


  “Why do you keep harassing me, then?” Sangwoo asked flatly.


  “Nobody’s harassing anyone. I figured I would talk to you since Sooyoung introduced us, and maybe bring up the project too. I was gonna listen to what you had to say and try to resolve any misunderstandings between us, okay?”


  “But I have no interest in talking about anything with you.”


  Jaeyoung’s tone immediately grew sharper. “Would it have been too much trouble to text me that? Huh, Sangwoo-ya?” he asked in a low voice. “Who the fuck taught you manners?”


  Sangwoo, who had been quietly massaging the phone in his pocket just in case things escalated, noted that Jaeyoung possessed an uncanny skill for cussing someone out while maintaining an incredibly even tone. That was not reason enough to call the police, however.


  He suddenly felt a bit lost, unsure how to react. A part of him knew that a simple apology might be enough to smooth things over, but he was still following his typical protocol—and the hostile command had already been activated.


  “How was I supposed to deduce that you truly wanted to just talk?” he finally responded. “From all accounts, you are still actively suffering from the false belief that your inability to graduate is my fault. It would be odd if you were not holding a grudge. With that in mind, I don’t know how you can conclude that I am the one in the wrong.”


  Back when Sangwoo had been in middle school, a teacher had slapped him across the face after he’d talked back to them in a similar tone. “You can’t keep talking to people like that when you’re out in the real world,”he’d been told countless times, and he’d made an effort to fix how he talked as a result. With Jaeyoung, however, he found that he couldn’t keep the venom out of his voice.


  Strangely enough, Jaeyoung remained completely nonchalant as he said, “I would have graduated if you hadn’t run your mouth to the professor. Two fucking credits, and now I can’t go to grad school abroad.”


  “I still fail to see how that was my fault.”


  “Sangwoo-ya,” Jaeyoung began, but Sangwoo cut him off.


  “Stop acting like we’re friends. And did you really think you would be able to graduate after making someone answer the roll call for you? Why do you think other students go to class every day? Moreover, do I seem like a dimwit who would include some deadbeat’s name as a contributor?”


  Despite the barrage of words, there was no hint of surprise on Jaeyoung’s face. “Yeah… I figured you’d be like this.”


  “Now, may I go, Sunbaenim?”


  “No, I’m not done yet.” Jaeyoung took a deep drag of his cigarette and exhaled the gray smoke, then spat, “You think you’re some kind of saint? Or upholder of the law? Don’t try to lecture me, asshole. You don’t get to be the judge of my actions.”


  “All right. You can continue being a lowlife if you wish, but please do refrain from contacting me.”


  “Fuck… You’re a real piece of work, aren’t you?” Jaeyoung’s eyes were cold as he put out his cigarette next to the butt of another. “I’m just trying to be friendly, okay? It’s not like I asked you to grovel for forgiveness or beg the professor to reverse his decision. The least you could do is act a bit embarrassed instead of trying to judge me for my sins.”


  Although the anger in his voice was obvious, Sangwoo was a little lost as to what he was trying to get across. In the end, he responded, “I’m not quite sure what you mean. If there is something you want from me, just say it outright.”


  He hadn’t meant to offend, but Jaeyoung looked like he’d just been attacked. Dumbfounded, he gaped at Sangwoo like a fish, opening and closing his mouth a few times, before crossing his arms and leaning further back into his chair. His face twisted into a scowl.


  “Repeat after me. ‘I’m sorry that you can’t go on your awesome study abroad program because of me.’”


  It was an easy task. Sangwoo opened his mouth confidently, but...the words stuck in his throat. The problem was, Jaeyoung’s sentence contained a glaring error. Or perhaps two.


  “Only if you correct both the errors in that sentence. Firstly, you couldn’t graduate because you missed too many classes and you didn’t get points from the project—not because of me. Secondly, I am not sorry.”


  Once the feedback was applied, his new task would be to say, “You can’t go on your awesome study abroad program.” That was the truth, so he had no issue speaking it aloud. 


  “You’re a fucking weirdo,” Jaeyoung snapped, his voice full of derision.


  The name-calling didn’t affect Sangwoo in the slightest—it was an insult he had already heard many times. 


  Jaeyoung turned his chair back to face his monitor, then stirred his bowl of instant noodles with a pair of chopsticks. “Fuck, the noodles are all bloated,” he muttered. He shoved the plate and bowl back at Sangwoo, snapping, “Take it.”


  Sangwoo wordlessly obeyed. But as he turned around to walk out of the room, Jaeyoung called out to him yet again.


  “Hey!”


  “Yes?” he responded calmly.


  “I never wanna see your face again, you hear me?”


  In terms of results, Sangwoo couldn’t have asked for anything better. Somehow, it appeared that he had unintentionally defeated his opponent—Jaeyoung was shooing him away with an exasperated expression.


  Sangwoo nodded. “My shift ends at ten o’clock. Make sure to leave the building after I’m gone.”


  “Fucking weirdo!”


  You’re one to talk, you sleazy little scumbag, Sangwoo thought to himself as he walked out of the smoking room.
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  Sangwoo’s life returned to normal after the conclusion of his and Jaeyoung’s ridiculous feud. 


  Despite being on break, he diligently studied in the school library every single day. However, he was still facing a serious issue in his life: he had yet to find a new designer for Veggie Man. He’d made another post on the school forum, saying he was looking for a designer to make graphics for an action game, but his inbox remained totally empty. This was quite problematic, since he’d intentionally scaled back his schedule for the next semester in anticipation of the time he’d be dedicating to working on the game. If he couldn’t find a designer, he’d end up wasting all that precious time. Still, despite that, the rest of his life was generally going well. 


  That was until, on a day like any other, Sangwoo decided to head over to the dining hall after meeting his studying quota. On his way he beheld a large box walking toward him, a smaller one perched on top of it. They were being carried by a student, obviously struggling and unable to see anything in front of her.


  Sangwoo glanced at her feet. Then, after a brief examination of her walking patterns, he came to the conclusion that she had only a few seconds left before tripping over a ledge. Only moments later, he heard her shout, “Nooo!”


  The smaller box fell, spilling a variety of random items—a reading stand, roll of tape, and several bags of snacks among them—on the ground. Unfortunately, the spot where they’d landed was slanted, and they all began to roll downhill. 


  The girl desperately reached out with one arm and chased after the items, but it seemed to be a lost cause. Though he found her rather pitiful, Sangwoo continued on. After all, his objective was to reach the dining hall. 


  As he walked past her, the girl called out, “Excuse me!”


  Sangwoo immediately stopped walking.


  “I-I’m really sorry, but could you help me out? These boxes are killing me. I’ll treat you to a meal in return!”


  “Where are you headed?”


  “The lockers on the third floor of the library!”


  Gears began to turn in Sangwoo’s head. At a brisk walk, he could reach the library in about seven minutes. He didn’t even have to refer to the meal prices at the dining hall—it was a deal that would pay him far above minimum wage. 


  Giving the girl an affirmative response, Sangwoo turned his focus to helping her gather up all the fallen items and putting them back in the smaller box. Once that was done, he proceeded to lift the bigger one with both hands.


  


  


  


  

    [1] An honorific term used by men to address another man who is older. It’s typically used between siblings, but also between friends and close acquaintances. In this scene, Jaeyoung is using it in an ironic manner, since he’s not close enough to Sangwoo to have earned the moniker.


  




  The girl began to fidget with embarrassment. “Sorry, it’s super heavy, right? I’ll take the smaller one.”


  “Yes, it very much is. What’s inside?”


  “Oh, you know... Just some books.”


  The box was indeed “super heavy,” as the girl had put it. Even though Sangwoo took two breaks along the way, he had to remove his puffer jacket to avoid getting too sweaty. What he’d thought would be a seven-minute trip ended up taking fifteen minutes, and by the time he reached the third floor of the library, he was limp from exhaustion. It was clear that the energy he had exerted was worth far more than a single meal, and he regretted making such a foolish choice.


  “Thanks so much, Oppa[1]. You’re my savior,” the girl—Jihye—said. During the fifteen minutes it’d taken to get the boxes upstairs, she’d not only learned Sangwoo’s name, age, and major, but she’d also swiftly shifted from speaking to him like a stranger to addressing him like a close friend. 


  Most people, especially underclassmen, didn’t try to strike up a conversation with Sangwoo since he had a naturally standoffish look about him. But Jihye seemed to be made different.


  As the two of them walked out of the library, she asked, “Is there anything you wanna eat?”


  “You can just buy me a meal ticket. It’s fine.”


  Jihye gasped dramatically. “No way! I’m not letting you eat at the school dining hall. I have to buy you a really nice meal to express my undying gratitude, okay? C’mon, follow me.”


  “All right.”


  “Oh, and stop acting so stiff! We’re friends now, not strangers.”


  “If you say so...” 


  Jihye swore that it would only take ten minutes to get to the restaurant she had in mind, but Sangwoo could already tell that the trip would be considerably longer. He was slightly peeved that he was going to have to walk so far just for a single meal, but he decided he wouldn’t complain. After all, he’d been the one who’d agreed to let Jihye pick their destination. 


  It turned out that Jihye loved to talk. Even though Sangwoo didn’t respond to most things she said, she just kept chattering on. 


  “I’m telling you, this Italian place is the best. The pasta’s amazing, of course, but the pizza dough is super thin and crispy too. I love it! I got spaghetti in one of their bread bowls last time, and it was so good I practically ate the freaking plate! Oh, and they give a ten-percent student discount, and every single worker there looks like a celeb...”


  As Jihye continued to describe the restaurant they were going to, they left campus and walked down a street filled with bars being swarmed by undergrads. Jihye confidently led him into a quieter alley and pointed at the second floor of a building, where there was a sign with a single tree drawn on it. The simpleness of its design gave the sign a quiet aura of elegant confidence, as if to vouch for the restaurant’s quality. 


  The stairs below led to a large door, and a small bell rang as Sangwoo pushed it open. Dim lights illuminated the spacious interior, and the furnishings added to the space’s warm and welcoming ambience. 


  A hostess greeted them, then asked if they had a reservation and how many people were in their party. Shortly after, they were shown to an empty table.


  “The only requirement to work here is being smoking hot, I swear,” Jihye said in a hushed voice as she glanced around. 


  Ignoring her, Sangwoo took a seat and immediately began to analyze the menu. Am I seeing this right? he wondered, doubting his own eyesight. Even the lowest-priced item was more than three times the amount he usually paid for food of any sort. It was completely unreasonable in his opinion, especially since most of the dishes on the menu were primarily composed of some sort of starch. It was definitely not the kind of compensation he deserved for just lifting a couple of boxes.


  After a pause, he asked, “Are you sure you can afford this?”


  “Eh, it’s a special occasion! I’ll just starve a bit at the end of the month,” Jihye replied cheerfully.


  The logic for making such a decision escaped Sangwoo, but there was no reason for him to concern himself with the status of someone’s else’s bank account. Instead, he turned his eyes to the menu as Jihye began to practically worship him over how he’d nearly saved her life by helping out with those boxes. Presca citrus salad, cacciucco alla Livornese, calamari fritti… The list of unfamiliar items went on and on. Sangwoo pronounced each one in his head, eyes narrowed in concentration. 


  Suddenly, a kind voice broke into his thoughts. “Are you ready to order?”


  Before Sangwoo could say anything, Jihye piped up, “One spaghetti alle vongole for me, please!”


  “I will get…” Sangwoo began, fully prepared to order the most expensive pasta dish on the menu. However, his words trailed off when he made eye contact with the server. 


  Maybe the restaurant did value the workers’ looks above everything else—even he had to admit the server was an unusually handsome man, despite not normally paying attention to others’ appearances when interacting with them.


  The man’s hair was combed over neatly, and his smiling face was small and slim. His eyes, both with monolids, were bright and large. Below them, a straight, perfectly shaped nose perched, perking up just a bit at the tip. Overall, his appearance was neat and dashing, his white shirt and black apron only adding to the effect.


  Have I seen him before? Sangwoo wondered as he stared at him intently. Maybe he’s some kind of model and I came across him in an ad...? He was still in the midst of deliberating when the server’s lips curled up into an icy smile.


  “Oppa? Hello?” Jihye urged Sangwoo impatiently, snapping him out of his thoughts. 


  He quickly ordered the lobster tortellini, and the server jotted down their orders on his notepad.


  “One spaghetti alle vongole and one lobster tortellini—got it. Can I get you anything else?”


  “You guys do discounts for Hanguk University students, right?” Jihye asked.


  “Of course. Actually, I’m also a student there too,” said the server as he marked something on his notepad with a smile. 


  Jihye’s voice grew more excited as she took out her student ID from her wallet and showed it to him. “I actually already knew that! I’ve seen you a few times while passing by the Art department. I saw that play last year too—The Salesman! It was crazy difficult to get those tickets.”


  The server took her ID and examined it closely before handing it back to her. “A French major?” he noted. But strangely, he directed a somewhat unfriendly gaze right at Sangwoo when he continued, “I guess it makes sense. Some of you guys have pretty unique tastes.”


  Completely oblivious to the biting undertone, Jihye laughed and said, “He doesn’t major in French. It’s just me! Sangwoo-oppa, what was your major again?”


  Sangwoo had no desire to share his major with a stranger, and he thought it was completely unreasonable for the server to glare at him even though they had just met. Therefore, he simply asked, “You got our orders, right? I suggest you get back to work then.”


  A silence washed over the table. Jihye looked like she was watching a horror movie unfold in front of her, but the server’s smirk just grew even more bitter.


  “I guess that consistency is your charm,” he muttered quietly, picking up his notepad and pen. After announcing that it would take about twenty minutes for the food to be ready, he walked away. 


  Jihye glanced at Sangwoo nervously. “Oppa, are you upset?”


  “No.”


  Jihye chewed on her lip nervously even though it had been an honest answer. “I-I swear I didn’t mean to make you mad. I’m so sorry… My stupid tongue just slips up sometimes.”


  “I told you, I’m fine.”


  “I’m so, so, so sorry!” Jihye bowed her head and began to grovel like she had committed some awful crime.


  “Stop that. I said I’m fine.”


  “I-I know, but still…”


  “Stop it.”


  Sangwoo sighed in annoyance and turned his head slightly, only to accidentally lock eyes with the server who had taken their order. Instead of looking away like most people would, the man stared back at Sangwoo intently as he wiped a wine glass with a cloth. 


  After a moment of intense eye contact, Sangwoo decided to look away first. “That server keeps glaring at me,” he commented.


  “Huh? No way!” Jihye discreetly glanced in the server’s direction. “Oh, he actually is.”


  “I don’t think he likes me.”


  “Aw, I’m sure it’s not that.”


  They filled the next twenty minutes with meaningless chitchat. For instance, Jihye asked in a low whisper if Sangwoo thought he could beat the server in a fight, and he responded that he did not enjoy violence—if they ended up getting into a scuffle, he would simply let the server get a punch in and then call the police.


  Hearing this, Jihye laughed loudly. “You’re so funny. You don’t look like the type…”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “I mean, I didn’t think you would make a joke like that.”


  “It was not a joke.”


  Jihye fell silent, nodding awkwardly. 


  After that comment, they sat quietly until the server came by with their food, carrying two plates on one arm. His face was strangely stiff as he set down Jihye’s plate and then walked all the way around the table to place Sangwoo’s dish right in front of him. 


  Then, talking so quietly that only Sangwoo could hear him, the server whispered, “I wasn’t planning on doing this, but the more I thought about it, the more pissed off I got.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Why the hell are you here? You trying to pick a fight or what?”


  Sangwoo blinked in surprise and finally looked up at the server, who was glaring at him with venom in his eyes. It seemed unlikely the man was so angry just because of a singular comment. 


  After a brief moment of contemplation, Sangwoo decided the server had mistaken him for somebody else. “Do we know each other?” he asked. 


  The server’s lips fell open in shock. For a long moment, he just stared at Sangwoo in disbelief, then a caustic laugh escaped him. His glare never wavered as he took out a pair of glasses from his apron and put them on. 


  A flash of realization struck Sangwoo like lightning when their eyes met through the large lenses. The deadbeat trash he’d encountered in the library meeting room had been wearing similar glasses, and the height seemed to match as well. Although he wasn’t wearing any of the earrings or the painful-to-look-at clothes, Sangwoo figured the two of them had to be the same person.


  “You are...Kim Youngjae.” Belatedly, he added, “Sunbaenim.” 


  The server’s face had already gone tight with anger. He bent over slightly and whispered right in Sangwoo’s ear, “I told you, I never want to see your fucking face again.”


  “I didn’t know you worked here.”


  “Sangwoo-ya…”


  The kind tone sent a shiver down Sangwoo’s back, and he pushed his chair back slightly to put some space between himself and the server. Unfortunately, the man shifted forward at the same time, so his handsome face only drew closer. 


  “Sangwoo-ya, can’t you hear your hyung talking to you?”


  “I only have a noona[2],” he responded curtly, his voice cracking slightly.


  At this, the server scoffed lightly. “Okay, you’re just asking for it now. What’s something you dislike?”


  “You,” Sangwoo answered immediately—and honestly too. 


  But the server didn’t even bat an eye. “Least favorite color?”


  “Red.” Sangwoo didn’t particularly like or dislike most colors, but he hated red—it was the color of an error.


  “Least favorite animal?”


  “Homo sapiens.” In Sangwoo’s opinion, humans were the most imperfect creatures to walk the planet. They didn’t have strong claws, thick skin, or lethal venom, and were easily swayed by impulses and emotions. He silently glared at the personification of irrationality standing in front of him.


  “Least favorite food?”


  “Pasta.” He wasn’t a picky eater by any means, but at this very moment, he despised everything that had anything to do with this man.


  “Least favorite place?”


  “Anywhere within your 10-meter radius.” So please get lost, he thought, but let the rest of his sentence go unsaid.


  The server laughed coldly, breaking the brief silence that had settled after their dry exchange. Then, in that same soft tone from before, he whispered, “I was planning on just ignoring you, since you didn’t seem…normal. But I’ve changed my mind. You should really look forward to next semester.”


  “Sure, feel free to put a hit out on me. I’ll keep the police on speed dial.”


  “Your imagination really needs more work.”


  By the time Sangwoo came up with a good comeback, the server was long gone.


  “Are you friends with him?” Jihye asked brightly, already halfway through her food.


  “Not at all.”


  “Oh, I guess I should have known, since you got his name wrong. It’s Jaeyoung, not Youngjae.”


  Sangwoo silently stabbed his pasta with his fork, but he’d entirely lost his appetite.


  “He’s in the theater club, and he’s super popular. I know a lot about him because my friend audited a bunch of graphic design classes after watching a play that he was in. Apparently J.S. Entertainment wanted to recruit him as an actor when he was twenty—”


  “Stop.”


  Jihye blinked in confusion. “Sorry…?”


  “Talk about something else.”


  Jihye fell silent, her face dejected. She’d maintained a constant dialogue no matter the situation prior, so Sangwoo hadn’t expected this sort of response. Feeling a sudden hint of anxiety, he began to shovel pasta into his mouth. Somehow, the food seemed to taste worse than what he typically ate at the university dining hall. 


  What did he mean, he “changed his mind”? Sangwoo wondered. He tried to steer his mind in another direction, but ultimately found it impossible. I just hope I’ll never cross paths with that deadbeat again. In any way, shape, or form.


  


  


  


  

    [1] An honorific term used by women to address a man who is older. Often used between siblings, but also between friends and close acquaintances.


  


  

    [2] An honorific term used by men to address a woman who is older. Often used between siblings, but also between friends and close acquaintances.
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  Sangwoo remained faithful to his schedule of studying during the week and working part-time over the weekend. Time flew, and before he knew it, the new semester was about to begin. 


  All engineering students were required to take at least two liberal arts courses, since it was apparently important for them to possess a general knowledge of the humanities. Sangwoo had chosen to take both this semester, and had utilized his free time to study the textbooks and materials they would cover. The rest of his schedule only consisted of major requirements, which would give him no trouble.


  Up until now, he’d made sure to take more than twenty credits every single semester, but this one was different. He’d intentionally created an easy schedule for himself so that he could develop his game in peace. Though thanks to the string of inconveniences he’d run into, he was still lacking a decent designer. 


  Unfortunately, the add/drop period had ended a long time ago, and Sangwoo didn’t particularly feel like messing with his perfect schedule. He’d specifically arranged it so every single day of the week was perfectly balanced and he would be able to grab lunch right after class.
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  When the first day of the new semester finally arrived, Sangwoo went about his day as per usual: wake up at 8:30 a.m., do a brief workout, shower, then eat some cereal with milk. The next tasks on his list were to brush his teeth, then get changed. 


  Sangwoo’s closet was divided into two sections: the top shelf and the bottom shelf. Shirts went on top and pants went on bottom, organized in the order they were washed. Today, he decided on a black T-shirt and black cotton pants.


  When he arrived on campus and walked through the front gates, he was satisfied to find that it was exactly 9:24 a.m. Sometimes he ended up being a minute or two late due to traffic conditions, which never failed to irritate him. Thankfully, this rarely ever happened.


  Sangwoo put his bicycle in the bike room first, then headed over to the humanities building. The doors opened to reveal a staircase. It had sixty-four steps in total, with short corridors located at every sixteen-step interval. It took precisely 0.9 seconds to climb one step, which meant that all combined, it took exactly 61 seconds to reach the classroom on the fourth floor where Intermediate Chinese was located—room 403.


  Sangwoo entered the room thirty minutes before class started, though a brief glance around revealed a student was already sitting in one of the front rows. Not thinking much of it, Sangwoo immediately headed over to the fourth row.


  “What…?” he muttered. 


  There was a strange sight in front of him—more specifically, there was a bag sitting on the desk farthest to the right. He blinked in surprise, struck speechless. During the past six semesters, he had always sat in the exact same seat without anybody trying to steal it from him. The idea of sitting somewhere else felt totally absurd.


  Fourth row, farthest to the right. It was the perfect seat. When sitting there, he could make direct eye contact with the professor without having to crane his head back to see the podium, and whatever materials were on the board—whether a presentation or something written—were perfectly visible. In addition, the seat was in a spot where the air blowing out of the heating and AC unit wouldn’t make direct contact with his skin, and there were no windows nearby, which meant thermal conductivity was low. Furthermore, sitting right next to a wall made him feel much more comfortable compared to being surrounded by other students.


  Whose bag could that be? Sangwoo thought with a twinge of annoyance. But it was the unfortunate truth that students could sit wherever they wanted, since it wasn’t possible to reserve a seat in a classroom like you could in the library. 


  Even as he begrudgingly headed over to the seat to the left of his original choice, Sangwoo couldn’t help but glance at the bag of the mysterious student who’d stolen his spot. He opened up his textbook, but his attention was scattered. At last, he decided to politely ask the person if they would switch seats once they’d returned. 


  Immediately, Sangwoo felt a bit calmer. He wasn’t a superstitious person, but he wasn’t overjoyed at the thought of sitting somewhere other than his “perfect” seat for the first class of the new semester either.


  It was almost time for class to start, and the rest of the classroom gradually began to fill up. A male student who looked younger than Sangwoo nodded at him in recognition. “Good morning,” they said.


  The student’s face wasn’t familiar, so Sangwoo ignored him. 


  A moment later, a female student greeted him with an upbeat, “Didn’t expect to see you here again!”


  Of course, he didn’t know her either.


  Students continued to stream into the classroom, but nobody sat in the seat with the bag. Sangwoo glared at it, noting the thing was made of leather and had a long strap so it could be worn across the chest. If only he could just push it aside and reclaim his rightful spot... But Sangwoo repressed the urge. Even he knew that putting a bag on a seat was an unspoken way of laying claim to it. 


  The professor walked into the room just three minutes before 10 a.m. and passed around some handouts. She said a few casual greetings, then glanced around curiously.


  “It looks like the TA is running late,” she said.


  Given that this class was an elective, Sangwoo had to admit he was slightly impressed. Most people didn’t have the passion that was required to volunteer as a TA outside of their major courses. Though the job came with extra credit—and was a great opportunity to get to know a professor better, of course—it was also accompanied by a list of tedious chores. That was the main reason most people weren’t particularly motivated to take the position. 


  As the students looked around the room curiously, somebody walked in through the back door and raised his hand. “I’m right here, Professor,” he said cheerfully.


  The professor blinked in surprise. “Jaeyoung! I haven’t seen you in a while. This is the last class that I’d expect you to take.”


  “I still need some credits to graduate, and I figured I’d brush up on my Chinese a bit.”


  “Excellent,” she said, nodding in approval. “Everyone, meet Jaeyoung. He will be our TA for the semester. Jaeyoung used to live in Hong Kong, so feel free to go to him with any questions you might have! He’ll be collecting all of your assignments for this class as well.”


  Sangwoo, who had been scanning the handout, flinched in surprise. But it was probably somebody else—Jaeyoung wasn’t exactly a rare name. 


  At that moment, he heard the leather bag being lifted off the desk to his right, then somebody flopping into the seat. Sangwoo genuinely didn’t want to look at them, but his head turned without his permission.


  Jaeyoung was wearing a red beanie and puffer jacket that stood out so much they were nearly offensive to look at. To add insult to injury, he had a red sports jersey on underneath the jacket, and a red can of cola clutched in one hand. It was a very small relief that he wasn’t wearing red pants as well. 


  Sangwoo’s mouth fell open in disbelief.


  “I didn’t realize you were in this class,” Jaeyoung commented shamelessly as he took a sip of soda.


  And he had the gall to call me a weirdo.


  Sangwoo remained speechless even as the professor began her lecture.


  Red


  The first time that Jaeyoung had seen the weirdo was during the first semester of his junior year at the freshmen welcome party. For some reason, Visual Arts and Comp Sci had decided to have a joint party, so the freshmen had all ended up at the same BBQ place with just a few tables separating the two groups.


  Although they’d all been the same age, the two groups of students couldn’t have been more different. The Visual Arts majors were a sea of vivid colors, every one of them trying to stand out more than the rest. Over at the Comp Sci table, on the other hand, every article of clothing was monochrome—like there was some rule against wearing anything outside of black, white, and gray. Just judging by the meager amount of Comp Sci majors who’d dyed their hair compared to Visual Arts students, it was obvious that the word “self-expression” had an entirely different definition depending on which side of the restaurant you found yourself.


  Jaeyoung was sitting at a table, offering drinks to freshmen and getting slightly tipsy himself, when he suddenly heard somebody say, “No.”


  He prided himself on being good with faces, but even he couldn’t remember the exact appearance of someone he’d seen four years ago. On top of that, the weirdo hadn’t exactly had a standout face. Even in the present, Jaeyoung would simply describe him as an average guy who looked like he had a chip on his shoulder. Still, he could remember one thing about the weirdo that had caught his eye: the guy’s neck. It’d looked oddly slender to belong to a man. 


  “What?” someone else asked. “You can’t drink? Is it some religious thing?”


  “I can drink, but I do not wish to at this particular moment,” the first voice said firmly. 


  Jaeyoung discreetly looked over and saw the student representative for Comp Sci arguing with a freshman. The Comp Sci rep seemed to be trying to get the younger guy to take a poktanju that had been mixed in a makgeolli[1] bowl. 


  The Visual Arts majors had been whispering about a new weirdo over in Comp Sci Town, so even their own reps put down their drinks to watch the disaster unfold.


  “Hey, I’m your sunbae! Show some fucking respect!” the Comp Sci rep exploded.


  “It’s not about you, Sunbaenim,” the freshman responded matter-of-factly. “Like I said, I’m not interested in consuming any alcohol right now.”


  Jaeyoung shook his head in disbelief, knowing the student rep wouldn’t give two shits about what a freshman had to say. Given nearly ninety percent of Comp Sci majors were men, it was culturally expected that any underclassman would bend over backward to follow an upperclassman’s orders. Honestly, it made sense that the student rep was so pissed—sure, there was the occasional oddball who refused to drink because of their religion or some allergy, but it sounded like this particular freshman had no good reason to turn down the bowl.


  Unfortunately, the situation only got worse when the student rep, drunk and angry, yelled at someone to bring him a baseball bat to teach the insolent freshman a lesson. 


  Unlike most people, the weirdo refused to back down. He pulled out his phone instead.


  “Who the hell are you tryna call?” the Comp Sci rep snapped.


  “The police.”


  From there on out, it was a shitshow. People tried to snatch the phone out of the weirdo’s hand, but he ran around the restaurant, neatly evading them. The entire time, the Comp Sci rep continued to screech at random people to bring him a baseball bat.


  Jaeyoung remembered being content to watch it all from a distance until things had really hit the fan. In the end, he’d been the one who ripped the phone out of the weirdo's hand and chucked it on the floor. Then he’d helped the guy get away before the Comp Sci rep succeeded at braining him with a frying pan. He might’ve even taken a punch to the face in the process, but he couldn’t recall all the details.


  The welcome party had been totally ruined, but the students had still managed to eat and get wasted after the weirdo escaped. For the remainder of the night, the guy had been the talk of the room, and definitely not in a good way. Jaeyoung remembered the Comp Sci rep declaring  that he’d throttle the asshole with his bare hands. But given the weirdo was still alive, it seemed that had proven harder than expected.


  Realistically, it made sense that nobody had been able to actually torment the guy, since he wasn’t involved in any clubs or the student council. He literally only came to school for class, nothing more. Still, from what Jaeyoung had heard, the Comp Sci rep had bullied the weirdo in every form and fashion he’d been capable of as a sophomore. But the weirdo... He hadn’t been affected in the slightest. Apparently, he hadn’t really cared if he had to eat alone in the dining hall or if someone insulted him to his face. And if things started to get violent or people tried to physically block him from going to class, Jaeyoung had heard the guy would just call the police. 


  Honestly, the most surprising part about the whole thing was that the weirdo happened to be both an extremely diligent and talented student. In spite of the numerous efforts to bring him down, he’d ended up with the highest GPA in his entire department. The prominent theory among the Comp Sci majors was the reason he could write in programming languages like they were his mother tongue was because he was a machine himself.


  The only one who’d ultimately suffered from the entire fiasco was probably the Comp Sci rep. Facing such a complete, utter defeat must have left some lasting scars.  


  Still, even after all that, Jaeyoung had never imagined he’d end up interacting with the weirdo himself. But then the guy had been in an elective that he’d taken the following semester.


  Around that time, Jaeyoung had been the furthest thing from an early bird, since he usually spent his evenings and nights getting absolutely hammered. As a result, he was always late to class, which meant he always sat at the very back of the room. And the weirdo? He’d sat in the same seat every single class: the one right in front of Jaeyoung. 


  Despite how hungover he’d been back then, Jaeyoung could still remember thinking that the weirdo’s neck was strangely pretty and that he had really pale skin for a guy. That stupid neck had frequently distracted him from the lecture, although he wouldn’t have paid that close attention to it regardless, to be fair. 


  However, the two of them had never talked, and the weirdo had faded from Jaeyoung’s memory after he’d decided he couldn’t be bothered to keep going to class in the middle of the semester.


  


  


  


  

    [1] A Korean rice wine that is characteristically milky and slightly sweet. It's usually served in a small metal bowl about the size of a palm. 


  




  The next time Jaeyoung had encountered the weirdo, the guy had been standing in front of a convenience store. 


  The weirdo had looked at him with eyes that were both indifferent and slightly upturned. Then, without any preamble, he’d declared: “Sunbaenim. I loaned you 850 won precisely three days ago. I would like it back.”


  Though caught off guard, Jaeyoung still grabbed a 1,000 won bill from his wallet—probably because he felt a little guilty about staring at the weirdo’s neck during class. The guy took the money from him and carefully scanned it, as if he suspected that Jaeyoung had given him a fake bill.


  Weirdly enough, Jaeyoung found himself thinking about how thick the weirdo’s lashes were. He glanced at the baseball hat that was apparently a permanent part of the guy’s daily outfit, wishing he could take it off and get a better look at his eyes.


  Finally, the weirdo muttered, “I need to provide some change, but I don’t have any coins.”


  “Oh, don’t worry about it.”


  The weirdo ignored Jaeyoung and quickly ran into the convenience store. After a few seconds, he came back and placed exactly 150 won on Jaeyoung’s palm. At that moment, a tall, well-built man came up to them and greeted the weirdo.


  The weirdo looked between him and Jaeyoung in visible confusion.


  “Wait, I borrowed money from you, right? Or was it somebody else?” asked the tall student.


  “It was me. I loaned you 850 won.”


  “Eh, whatever. Just take 1,000 won.”


  The weirdo took the money from him, then diligently passed it to Jaeyoung. “I mistook you for somebody else,” he said. “Please return the 150 won to me.”


  Jaeyoung admittedly felt a bit stupid as he took the 1,000 won and returned the coins to the weirdo, who handed the coins to the tall student and disappeared in a blink. It took him a few minutes to finally understand what had just happened—though the other student had looked nothing like Jaeyoung, they both had bleached hair. 


  The shock and confusion of that day had faded away—along with any thoughts of the weirdo—for quite some time after the second semester of Jaeyoung’s junior year, when he’d been drafted into the army. 


  When he’d returned to school after being discharged, his schedule had been filled with classes, freelance work, playing sports, and going to theater club. The second semester of his senior year had been particularly busy, to the point he’d barely had time to eat and sleep. 


  Still, when an underclassman had begged him to be the MC for the school festival, Jaeyoung hadn’t been able to turn him down—the kid had sounded too desperate. In the end, he’d wound up moderating several events, and had sometimes even walked around campus interviewing students with the broadcasting club’s cameraman.


  It was during one of those occasions that Jaeyoung ran into the weirdo again, this time right in front of the engineering building.


  He was wearing a black baseball cap, a dark-green checked flannel, dark straight-legged jeans, and a pair of worn sneakers. He was a bit tanner and more muscular compared to how he’d look his freshman year, probably because of the time he’d spent in the military. But his eyes, totally cool and indifferent, hadn’t changed one bit.


  Jaeyoung’s next action had been more impulsive than anything else. For some reason, he’d been happy to see the guy again after so long, so he’d walked right up to him and said, “Hey! How are you enjoying the festival?” 


  But Jaeyoung had made a critical mistake—he’d thought the weirdo would recognize him as well. Instead, the guy didn’t even glance at him as he responded, “I’m not interested.”


  A surge of annoyance clogged up Jaeyoung’s throat, though he wasn’t quite sure where the emotion had come from. But when the weirdo began briskly walking away from him, he followed after, refusing to give up.


  Pushing the microphone closer to the guy’s face, Jaeyoung said insistently, “Come on, you’re on camera! Anything to say about this wonderful festival?”


  “I hope all universities get rid of festivals in the future. I find them both uninteresting and unenjoyable, so kindly stop trying to force me to enjoy myself.”


  While Jaeyoung stood there, trying to process what he’d just heard, the weirdo had strode off far into the distance. Jaeyoung had turned to the underclassman holding the camera and laughed over how absurd the comment was, but he’d been silently boiling with anger.


  But his life had been too amazing back then for such a minor incident to put a dent in his mood. Just a few months before his graduation, Jaeyoung had won the grand prize at an international branding competition, subsequently attended the award ceremony in Singapore, and then gotten accepted to a master’s program at a top design school in the U.S. thanks to his awards and stand-out portfolio. In the latter half of the semester, he’d started skipping most of his classes, choosing to hang out with his friends and prepare for his last play instead.


  To put it simply, his life had been good. “Had” being the operative word, since before long, he’d received horrifying news.


  


  Ethics for Hanguk University Students (Required for graduation) - FAIL


  Verdict - Graduation Prohibited


  


  He’d genuinely had no idea he could get so completely screwed over by an elective. Let alone one that was only two credits. Plus, everybody knew Ethics was a complete waste of time. Each semester, the over hundred students that’d signed up got crammed into a classroom, forced to listen to a series of useless lectures, and ordered to put together bullshit presentations so the professor had something to do for the last few classes. Although passing it was a requirement to graduate, nobody gave a shit since all you had to do to pass was show up. 


  Obviously, Jaeyoung had never gone to class. It was for a variety of reasons—he was basically allergic to those stupid classes, not to mention that he’d been too busy with his competitions and theater club to care. Above all, he’d blindly trusted an underclassman’s promise to answer roll call for him and take care of the group project. 


  To be fair, he’d learned much later that the underclassman had gotten dragged down on the same sinking ship he had. 


  “I’m so sorry, Hyung,” the underclassman had told him. “If it makes you feel any better, I’m screwed too... I went to every single one of the classes, but I still got an F because the professor gave me a zero for the group project. Our group leader is such a heartless asshole. I can’t believe I have to deal with this on top of my great-aunt’s funeral.”


  Jaeyoung had scrambled to buy a premium matcha set from Jeju to present to the professor, then gone to his office and given him a whole spiel about how sorry he was. He’d made sure to mention the amazing grad school opportunity that he’d been given, and that he was planning to serve as a good representative of both Hanguk University and South Korea itself while studying abroad.


  Unfortunately, the professor hadn’t budged. He’d just said in a tired tone, “I do think it’s quite unfortunate, but there’s nothing I can do for you. I told the head of the Arts department the same thing when she dropped by and gave me a big speech. Honestly, you should have informed me that you wouldn’t be coming to class because you’re about to graduate. Fake attendance has become a big issue in the news recently, so I’m afraid I can’t just sweep it under the rug. Maybe if nobody had ever found out…” he’d trailed off with a shrug. “That student really was quite stubborn.”


  It had almost sounded like the professor would be willing to overlook the issue of Jaeyoung’s attendance if he managed to change the group leader’s mind. Thus encouraged, a fuming Jaeyoung had gotten the guy’s number from his underclassman buddy. But that dipshit of a group leader had never responded to any of his texts or calls. Eventually, Jaeyoung had realized he’d probably been blocked. 


  At that point, it’d been winter vacation, which meant Jaeyoung would have to go and talk to the guy in person. Unfortunately, the asshole’s address had been harder to find than a damn unicorn. Jaeyoung had looked through the member directories of the movie club, acapella club, judo club, and countless others, but not a single one of them contained the name “Choo Sangwoo.” On top of that, he’d only just returned that semester after taking some time off for his military service, so even the admin staff of the Comp Sci department hadn’t known where he lived.


  The grade-correction period had ended during this wild goose chase.


  Jaeyoung’s initial despair had worn off within a few days, mainly because he’d brought the situation upon himself with his own laziness. In fact, once he’d come to terms with his new reality—and being the laughingstock of every single social gathering he attended—he’d found it pretty hilarious. Though that didn’t mean he hadn’t talked shit about this so-called “Sangwoo” with his friends.


  The fact was, Jaeyoung could afford to laugh at his own misfortune. Sure, he was graduating later than he’d expected, but in comparison to some of the guys who were just returning from the military, his timeline had barely been affected at all. Furthermore, his portfolio was so solid that he’d definitely be able to go study abroad or get a job even after taking about half a year off.


  That’d been when Sooyoung came into the picture. She was a fellow Hanguk University student who was the same age as Jaeyoung, and who was graduating at the end of the current semester despite having taken several gap years off. She’d been planning to stay at Hanguk for her graduate degree, but had recently gotten a job offer from a large overseas company and been left scrambling. 


  “Hey! I heard all about how your graduation plans got screwed up,” was the first thing she said upon seeing Jaeyoung. “You wanna work on a mobile game instead?”


  “A game? Like a student project?”


  “Yep! The developer is supposed to be some kind of Comp Sci prodigy, and I think it’ll be super fun! Plus, you have a ton of free time, don’t you? In my opinion, working on it would be a better alternative than being a total bum.”


  Jaeyoung had raised an unimpressed eyebrow. “Basically, you want me to do your job.”


  “Yeah… Something like that,” Sooyoung had muttered, then looked at him with large, pleading eyes. “Could you please do this for me? I just don’t have the time for this right now, and the developer is a bit…particular, if you get what I mean. Even if you can’t do it, please just go to the meeting for me and explain that I can’t do the project anymore. Please, please, please!”


  “I don’t work for free.”


  Sooyoung gave a desperate nod. “Of course! I’ll buy you drinks as soon as my schedule frees up a bit.”


  Although Jaeyoung had pretended to accept her request reluctantly, the truth was that he’d been occupying his time by gaming in the clubroom. But what Sooyoung didn’t know couldn’t hurt her. 


    


  When Jaeyoung had walked into the meeting room, he’d thought he was dreaming. 


  There he’d been: the same idiot freshman who’d tried to square up against an upperclassman, had an unusually pale neck, and had never managed to remember his face. To make things even better, it had been obvious that the punk didn’t recognize him yet again.


  To say that the meeting had turned out to be more entertaining than Jaeyoung had expected would have been a colossal understatement. The weirdo’s initial air of caution had fallen away when Jaeyoung showed off his portfolio, and Jaeyoung had found himself becoming more and more excited about the guy’s coding skills—apparently, they were supposed to be nothing short of mythical. This anticipation nearly overshadowed the extreme irritation he’d been feeling about his botched graduation plans.


  At some point, the weirdo had even signaled his willingness to share his contact information with Jaeyoung by asking, “Could I have your number, then?”


  Unfortunately, things had gone downhill from there. By the time Jaeyoung had realized the weirdo was the group leader, the little shit had already disappeared from the meeting room, only leaving a notebook behind. 


  For a long time, Jaeyoung had sat there with his teeth gritted, indignation over his delayed graduation plans—because of two damn credits!—prickling him anew. Then he’d tried to get the weirdo to meet with him again, thinking he might feel better if he gave the guy a good scolding. It was only then that he recalled the weirdo’s nasty habit of ignoring people’s texts. 


  Jaeyoung had been angry—like, truly, honestly fuming mad. But he’d also known that it was too late to correct his grade, so beating the shit out of the weirdo wouldn’t fix anything. And anyway, he still didn’t have a clue where the guy lived. 


  In the end, he’d been forced to move on. 


  But then, one peaceful weekend, Jaeyoung had encountered the weirdo yet again. He’d gone to an internet café to play games with his friends, only to see the weirdo manning the counter. Immediately, he’d thought of a variety of ways to make the guy’s life miserable, but he’d also known that he’d need a special form of torture if he truly wanted to torment him—the list of people who’d failed to bully the guy was long. 


  Ultimately, he’d forced himself to be calm. To be patient. But unfortunately, it’d been nearly impossible to focus on gaming when the weirdo’s mere presence pissed him off. 


  More impulsively than anything else, Jaeyoung had ordered some ramen. He truly hadn’t had any intention of forcing the weirdo to remake it over and over until it was “just right.” All he’d wanted was to see a hint of apology or discomfort in that robotic face of his.


  But the weirdo had remained completely shameless until the very end. Jaeyoung had gotten so pissed off he’d cussed the guy out, feeling an odd sense of solidarity with the students who’d tried to bully the weirdo in the past.


  “All right. You can continue being a lowlife if you wish, but please do refrain from contacting me,” the guy had told him. 


  Did this guy get raised by wolves or something? Jaeyoung had wondered, fighting the urge to punch him in the face. He’d only held himself back because he knew he wouldn’t get an ounce of satisfaction from it. The weirdo would just call the police without even a wince. 


  The truth was, Jaeyoung had kind of grown fondof the guy after observing him for several years. He didn’t care what others said about him—after all, Jaeyoung had always been drawn to outcasts and rebels. 


  Now that he’d been forced to deal with the weirdo personally, however, those feelings had been washed entirely away by a flood of irritation and disgust. 


  I hope I never see that asshole again.




  The weirdo had very clearly told Jaeyoung that he never wanted to see him again. Therefore, it’d come as a rather nasty surprise when he’d walked right into the restaurant where Jaeyoung worked with a pretty girl in tow. 


  It was a well-known fact that Jaeyoung worked there—the place was owned by one of his close friends, who’d asked him to be a server. He’d been a fixture of the place since the day it opened. 


  Unsurprisingly, he’d felt his blood boil the moment Sangwoo walked through the door. His heart had been pounding away in his chest as he walked over to the little dipshit’s table to meet his challenge head-on. But then, to Jaeyoung’s shock, the weirdo had simply ordered pasta. Even worse, there had been absolutely no recognition in the guy’s eyes at all when he’d glanced at him. 


  In that moment, a strange emotion had swept over Jaeyoung like a wave, powerful enough that it swept away even the immense anger he’d felt at Sangwoo ever since the weirdo had screwed him over. Which made him wonder: Why did Sangwoo make him so angry?


  As the kitchen had prepared the order, Jaeyoung had carefully tried to pinpoint the answer to that question. But when he really thought about it, the answer had been obvious—Sangwoo treated him like he was a pebble rolling around on the sidewalk.


  To be fair, some of their encounters had happened a pretty lengthy time ago. The freshman welcome party, the 850 won incident, and the campus interview among them. Jaeyoung would have understood if the weirdo hadn’t remembered those incidents—he was a reasonable individual, after all. But that time at the restaurant? It had been different.  


  Sangwoo was the reason Jaeyoung hadn’t been able to graduate—in his opinion, at least. So couldn’t the guy have given him the basic human decency of pretending to be apologetic? Jaeyoung had even extended an olive branch to the asshole first! But it had been clear Sangwoo felt he’d done nothing wrong. He’d just wanted Jaeyoung to get the hell out of his life.


  When that weirdo had looked at him and said, “You are...Kim Youngjae. Sunbaenim,” his tone had made it obvious that he thought of Jaeyoung as some kind of dumb yapping animal, not a fellow human being. It was no wonder a simple outfit change had been enough to make the guy think he was someone else. 


  Never in his life had Jaeyoung met anybody who had the ability to make him feel so insignificant and meaningless. But while that feeling had driven the Comp Sci rep to try and crush the weirdo under his foot, Jaeyoung’s anger had taken a different form—he’d just wanted Sangwoo to notice him. He’d wanted Sangwoo’s nonchalant face to crumple with some kind of intense, roiling emotion. He’d wanted to open up that meticulously organized skull of his and carve his name there.


  “What’s something you dislike?” he’d asked Sangwoo.


  “You.”


  Too fucking easy, Jaeyoung had thought. 


  He’d come up with a masterplan the moment he got off work that day. First, he’d used the weirdo’s schedule—contained in the notebook the guy had left behind after their interview—to rewrite his own. After that, it had all been footwork.


  He’d talked to the security guards at the front and back gates, the servers at the dining hall, the dining hall nutritionist, the owner of the convenience store, the administrative work-study employees, the librarian, the construction workers at the futsal court, and all the students who’d taken a class with Sangwoo in the previous semester. The question he’d asked them had always been the same: “Do you know Choo Sangwoo? He’s a student here, and he usually wears all black clothes with a black baseball cap.”


  The results had been quite interesting, to say the least.


  “Yes, I know him. He rides his bike to school at the exact same time every day,” the security guard had said.


  “Oh, him?” the convenience store owner had responded with a shake of his head. “He buys the same kind of coffee at the same time every single day. He’s never purchased anything else from here.” 


  The construction worker had chuckled and asked, “The guy who’s always walking around by himself, you mean? I noticed he always walks past us at exactly forty-one minutes to the hour. Then he walks around that corner and throws away his coffee in the second trash can. It can’t be the first one. Maybe he doesn’t like the other ones.”


  “Last semester, he came to the library at exactly 4:02 p.m. every single day without fail,” the librarian had observed. “It’s like he has some kind of internal clock...” 


  As for the students, one had told Jaeyoung thoughtfully, “I remember him sitting in the same seat every single day. Honestly, he probably did that all semester.”


  Basically, the dipshit was much more abnormal than Jaeyoung had ever imagined. And given those who’d tried their hand at annoying the guy beforehand had demonstrated he couldn’t be affected through normal means, Jaeyoung would have to come at this from the weirdo’s perspective. 


  With that in mind, he’d poured all his energy into coming up with a plan that would ruin Sangwoo’s precious, perfect daily routine.


  The day before classes began, Jaeyoung was so excited to return to campus that he was nearly vibrating.


  <10>


  No matter how hard Sangwoo tried to focus on Intermediate Chinese, all of his efforts were thwarted by the irritating presence seated next to him. He couldn’t help but notice when Jaeyoung would spin a pen around his fingers, bounce his leg, or occasionally bump against Sangwoo with his elbow. Although the class was only fifty minutes, it felt like five long hours.


  When the professor dismissed everyone, a huge wave of relief swept over Sangwoo. He sprang to his feet without even looking at Jaeyoung—who was carefully coloring the corner of his desk with a pen—and basically ran to his next class. 


  “I was planning on just ignoring you, since you didn’t seem…normal. But I changed my mind. You should really look forward to the next semester,” Jaeyoung had said.Had he been implying he’d do his best to disrupt Sangwoo in all his classes? 


  A cloud of anxiety began to form in Sangwoo’s chest, but he forced it away. It was much more plausible to assume that their schedules had coincidentally overlapped. Anything more sinister was extremely unlikely.


  But when he arrived at his next classroom in a frantic rush, Sangwoo once again found a bag occupying the seat that had always been his. This time, it was a navy backpack. 


  Sangwoo tried to calm himself by taking several deep breaths. It seemed someone else had caught on to how perfect that seat was. It was just an unfortunate coincidence. 


  He sat down right next to the seat that should have been his, then forced himself to open up his textbook. But he was so angry he couldn’t even process the letters. Sweat began to dampen the page that his fist was resting on. 


  Every single Monday morning, he was going to have to see that demon. He wasn’t going to be able to focus on the contents of the lectures at all. It was unbelievable. 


  As Sangwoo cursed inwardly, the owner of the backpack arrived. He wasn’t interested in seeing who it was, not even a bit—but his head still turned like it had a mind of its own. His eyes jumped from one item to another: a red puffer jacket, a red sports jersey, a red hat, and finally, a red can of cola.


  It was his archnemesis.


  Jaeyoung slung his leather crossbody bag and backpack across the back of his seat and sat down. For about thirty seconds, Sangwoo just sat there and stared at him like he was an alien.  


  Jaeyoung took a sip of his soda and smiled at him.


  This...this couldn’t be right. Sangwoo immediately rose to his feet, but he wasn’t so irritated that he was willing to skip class. Instead, he went and sat in the seat that would put the greatest distance possible between himself and Jaeyoung.


  After a few minutes, the professor walked in and began to take attendance. When he reached Jaeyoung’s name, he raised an eyebrow and pushed up his glasses.


  “Jang Jaeyoung, Visual Arts major… Are you sure you’re in the right class?”


  “Yes, Professor. I happen to love math,” Jaeyoung responded enthusiastically.


  “That’s all well and good, but this class isn’t just regular math—it’s engineering math. You really still want to take it...?”


  The professor sounded pleasantly intrigued, which was a stark contrast to Sangwoo’s utter dismay. He dropped his head into his hands, clutching at his hair and gnashing his teeth. So intense was his despair that he ended up missing four whole minutes of the lecture.


  It didn’t get any easier for him to focus after that. Looking at the professor from such an unfamiliar angle threw him off, and the man’s voice sounded oddly distant for some reason. To make things even worse, the classroom felt a bit rowdier than usual, which Sangwoo hated.


  When the lecture finally concluded, he shot out of the classroom like a bullet from a gun. His composure was completely shattered—no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t regain it. It all felt targeted, like someone had figured out where he was most vulnerable and really hit him where it hurt. It triggered such an overwhelming level of rage in him that it went far beyond what he’d ever felt before.


  Sangwoo nearly sprinted to the dining hall before joining the line that had already formed. As he caught his breath, bent over with his hands on his knees, he caught a glimpse of that eyesore of a red puffer jacket. Jaeyoung was chatting with the students who were standing behind him. 


  Sangwoo suddenly felt a chill run down his back. Jaeyoung wasn’t paying any attention to him, but simply being within ten meters of him made Sangwoo feel like he was about to break out into hives. The line couldn’t move quickly enough. 


  Despite everything that had happened, when Sangwoo finally reached the Korean station and got his food, he ended up being two minutes earlier than usual. But his body still shook, vibrating with anxiety.


  “Oh, look at that! There’s empty seats over there!”


  Over there? Where? A terrible feeling settled in Sangwoo’s gut. 


  Jaeyoung, who had been making a show of prancing around the dining hall, walked past all the empty tables and sat down right next to Sangwoo, who was eating by himself in the corner.


  He had two options available:


  


  1: Go somewhere else. (Might be a waste of time if Jaeyoung did the exact same thing again)


  2: Do nothing. (Would change nothing)


  


  According to Sangwoo’s short simulation, it would be best if he just ignored him. So that was exactly what he did, silently shoveling his food into his mouth.


  Only a moment later, he got to witness an amazing, terrifying miracle.


  “Whoa, Hyung! Haven’t seen you at the dining hall in a while!” a voice said as its owner approached the table.


  “Right? It’s good to see you, punk,” Jaeyoung replied nonchalantly.


  “I heard they’re not letting you graduate because you dropped the f-bomb on a professor.”


  “Who the fuck said that?”


  Sangwoo had chosen to sit in an empty corner of the room on purpose, but now people were starting to fill up the seats around him just because Jaeyoung was there. Uncomfortably surrounded by the bustling students and cacophony of noise, he mechanically continued to shove spoonfuls of food into his mouth. His head spun.


  Once his plate was clear, he glanced at the clock: 12:22 p.m. He was six minutes ahead of schedule. Quickly standing from his seat, Sangwoo put his emptied plate away, then drank five cups of water at the fountain. He’d definitely eaten way too fast; it felt like there was a rock sitting in his stomach. 


  Making his escape via the back door of the dining hall building, Sangwoo then walked over to the convenience store. He always had a Black Holic canned coffee after a meal—it was the cheapest option, and it had just the right amount of liquid. He drifted past the snacks, instant noodles, and ice cream before arriving at three beverage fridges. His destination was the fifth shelf of the third fridge.


  But there was nothing there. 


  Maybe he had missed something? But no matter how carefully he looked, Sangwoo couldn’t find any Black Holic canned coffees. This was completely unprecedented, and the unexpectedness of the whole situation turned his body to stone. For the longest time, he just stood there, staring in despair. Then he quickly walked over to the middle-aged woman who managed the store.


  “Do you not sell Black Holic canned coffees anymore?” he asked with a note of desperation in his voice.


  “Oh! Um…” She awkwardly averted her eyes. “Somebody bought them all yesterday afternoon.”


  The truth hit Sangwoo like a sledgehammer to the head. He didn’t bother asking about the culprit’s identity—there was only one person who could have committed such an atrocity. He had to focus on finding a solution instead.


  “When are you going to restock them?”


  “Hmm. It’ll be at least two weeks. They’re not very popular, so…”


  In the end, Sangwoo was left with no choice but to purchase a drink that looked similar. He staggered out of the convenience store, clutching the coffee to his chest. His day had been a complete, total mess. Nothing had gone according to plan.


  Feeling dazed, he headed over to the entrance of a small trail that led up onto the mountain behind the college. He always walked this particular path while drinking his coffee after lunch—it took eleven minutes to navigate from beginning to end. He thought of it as a way to inject some energy into his daily life. 


  Taking slow, dragging steps, he recalled the unsavory events from earlier in the day. Now that he thought about it, several oddities stood out to him. How had Jaeyoung known his schedule so thoroughly? How had he known where Sangwoo liked to sit and what coffee he usually bought?


  He was almost like…a stalker.


  Just as Sangwoo’s thoughts reached that conclusion, he was met by yet another obstacle.


  “Sorry, you can’t go in there,” someone called out. 


  Sangwoo stopped in his tracks. “Why not?”


  “The theater club reserved it.”




   Episode 8


   


  Just as the man had said, the entrance to Sangwoo’s usual walking trail was blocked off. It wasn’t too absurd of a happening in the grand scheme of things, but it was certainly something that had never occurred before. And though Sangwoo couldn’t help but find it pretty suspicious that the theater club had decided to reserve the trail on that particular day, he wasn’t going to stand there and argue about it. 


  With a sigh, Sangwoo turned around and took another path that would take him through the campus. The new canned coffee that he’d bought ended up being so sweet it made him frown. And strangely, when he walked past the futsal court, one of the construction workers who’d been taking a short break in front of the work site called out to him.


  “That’s not your usual route! What’s the occasion?”


  Why would he ask me that if he doesn’t even know me? Sangwoo wondered, ignoring the man entirely. He’d never met the construction worker before, after all. Too many bizarre things have happened today. 


  After pouring the rest of his coffee into the sewer, he walked over to the School of Natural Sciences, where he knew he would find three trash cans standing in a line. He always tossed his coffee in the second trash can, since it was always empty. Today, however, it was completely full.


  Sangwoo gritted his teeth and threw the empty can at the third bin, only to be even more infuriated when it bounced off the lid and fell on the ground. After picking it up again and depositing it in the trash can, he headed to the library, practically shaking with anger.


  He can’t get to me here, he thought as he stormed into the library and sat down in front of a public PC. Finally, he felt safe—since he always reserved a study carrel in the library starting at noon, nobody could take his spot away from him. 


  After requesting a book that he would need later, he located another one that would prove useful on the shelf for newer titles and checked it out. Next, he walked into the reading room, then sat down at the study carrel he’d reserved in advance: the rightmost seat of the eight-seater booth in the theology corner. It was his favorite spot, and for a good reason. Most people didn’t come over to this section of the library, and there were no windows that could serve as a distraction. He’d never once sat anywhere else. 


  Glancing to the side, Sangwoo caught sight of a bag in the chair next to his. His heart skipped a beat, but it was a white tote, not a backpack or a leather crossbody bag. Relieved, he opened his Comp Sci textbook and began his regularly scheduled study session. At some point, he got up to use the restroom. But when he came back to his seat, he found a canned coffee sitting in front of him.


  


  1: Did I purchase it? (Yes/No)


  Answer = No


  2: Is there somebody looking for it? (Yes/No)


  Answer = No


  3: Is it something I want? (Yes/No)


  Answer = Yes (Black Holic canned coffee)


  


  The three-step algorithm only took a few seconds. But just as Sangwoo reached out to open the drink, he saw a sticky note on the can. The handwriting was so awful that it looked like a toddler had written it with their non-dominant hand.
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  As Sangwoo scowled in disgust, a hand emerged from behind his shoulder and snatched up the can. Slowly, he looked up to meet a pair of smiling eyes staring right back at him, framed by large glasses.


  “Here we meet again,” Jaeyoung said cheerfully. He then picked up the white tote that had been sitting in the chair of the desk next to Sangwoo and slung it over the chair’s back. His backpack and leather crossbody bag soon followed.


  For a moment, Sangwoo could only gape at him in disbelief. Apparently, the asshole had carried around three entire bags just to make his life miserable. 


  With no further ado, Jaeyoung placed his red beanie on his desk and walked away. Sangwoo tried his best to focus on his textbook, but his grip was so tight on his mechanical pencil that he broke the lead twice. To him, Jaeyoung was like a cockroach—more unsettling when he was out of sight than in it. He couldn’t stop thinking about what the asshole might be doing after leaving that stupid beanie on his desk like some kind of trophy.


  After a moment, Jaeyoung returned, carrying three books in his hands. Sangwoo glanced over to read the titles: The History of Sex, The Nature of Orgasms, and The Beauty of the Naked Form. They were exactly the kind of books he expected somebody like Jaeyoung to read. 


  After plopping the books on top of his desk, Jaeyoung leaned back in his chair and began to flip through the pages. Whenever there was an illustration, he stopped and peered closely at it.


  He really is the scum of the earth.


  Although Sangwoo did his best to avoid looking over at Jaeyoung, he kept getting distracted by the sound of pages turning. Jaeyoung kept bumping his desk with his leg as well, making Sangwoo’s shake slightly. It was a shame that Sangwoo was the only other person sitting there—if anyone else was around, it would have been much easier to get Jaeyoung to stop. 


  It was apparent the asshole was hellbent on making Sangwoo’s life miserable. Why else would he sit right next to him and continually rattle his desk? There were six other spots he could have taken. 


  


  1: Express anger (Victory/Defeat)


          Answer = Defeat


  2: Ignore him (Victory/Defeat)


  Answer = Victory


  


  Sangwoo knew all about attention seekers like Jaeyoung—he’d encountered a guy just like him in high school. At the end of the day, all they wanted was to catch people off guard and fulfill their disgusting desire for notoriety. It was obvious that the asshole was waiting for him to lose his cool and start cussing him out. 


  Sangwoo didn’t want to give the asshole what he wanted, but his patience was wearing thin. He tried to force himself to reach some kind of nirvana, but when the desk shook so violently that the lead in his pencil snapped yet again, he’d had enough. He sprung to his feet, quickly grabbed his writing utensils, shut his textbook, shoved all his belongings into his backpack, and began to walk away. He didn’t get far, however, before Jaeyoung stretched and rose from his seat, proceeding to follow after him as if it was the most natural thing he could be doing. 


  At this point, Sangwoo was too tired to feel surprised. He told himself again that it was best to ignore the asshole, but his anger just kept growing as he briskly headed down the library staircase. When Jaeyoung nearly ran into him from behind in front of the building, he completely lost it. Scowling, Sangwoo spun to face him.


  It was like a scene from a Western movie—two cowboys standing in a field, ready to duel to the death. For all intents and purposes, Sangwoo looked like the angry villain trying to attack Jaeyoung, the smiling, confident hero. When he glowered at him, a gust of wind even blew between them, like a set animation in a video game. 


  If only we were actually in an RPG... Sangwoo thought wistfully. If they had been, he could’ve taken out a weapon and stabbed Jaeyoung right in the heart. Instead, he could only attack with words. 


  “Have you actually lost your mind?” he snapped.


   The blow didn’t land. In fact, Jaeyoung looked more satisfied than anything else.


  Sangwoo figured he would take another swipe. “Are you a stalker, Sunbaenim?”


  “What a wild accusation to make. Have you ever considered that you’re just too predictable?” Jaeyoung let out a leisurely yawn, then slipped his hands into his pockets. “It wasn’t exactly hard to find out that you do the exact same thing every single day at the exact same places. Did you seriously think nobody would notice if you wore black? You stand out more than you think, dumbass.”


  “How did you figure out my schedule?”


  Instead of responding, Jaeyoung took out a familiar notebook from one of his three bags and tossed it at Sangwoo. He recognized it immediately—it was the one he’d left in the meeting room. The one with his schedule in it. 


  As Sangwoo stood there, his mind racing, Jaeyoung took a few steps toward him. The closeness made their difference in height much more palpable. 


  Determined not to appear intimidated, Sangwoo glared at Jaeyoung fiercely. “Harassing me will not give you a diploma. This is a complete waste of your time.”


  “Yeah, I know. Trust me, this is pretty fucking annoying for me too… But you really had it coming.”


  “What do you stand to gain from doing this?” Sangwoo demanded through gritted teeth.


  Jaeyoung gave him an evil grin. “It’ll make me feel better.”


  A chill ran down Sangwoo’s spine. Initially, he’d believed he might be able to reason with Jaeyoung, but it appeared he’d been entirely incorrect. 


  To tell the truth, nothing Jaeyoung was saying made any sense to him. Sure, people usually hurt others in order to obtain something they wanted, but he hadn’t accounted for the possibility that Jaeyoung was a total sadist whose only desire was to torture him.


  Finally, Sangwoo asked, “What can I do to get you to stop?”


  “Hmm…” Jaeyoung glanced up thoughtfully. “I dunno. Haven’t thought that far ahead. Maybe you could try being a bit more polite or repenting for being such a rude asshole.”


  “Repenting? I have nothing to repent for.”


  “Fine, then. You can just wait until I have a sudden change of heart. It happens pretty often.”


  Sangwoo suppressed a scoff of disdain. “Initially, I thought you were just a scumbag. I was unaware that you were also a complete psycho.”


  “Thanks. I hear that a lot.”


  For a moment, they glared at each other silently, invisible sparks flying through the air. 


  Sangwoo’s lips twisted into a mocking smile. “You must think I’m a spineless idiot. Well, you’re wrong. I’m not scared of anything, and I have faced all sorts of jerks, scumbags, and freaks in the past.” He injected confidence into his voice. “You are nothing more than a pest to me.” 


  Jaeyoung shot him a bright grin. “Good to know! I do love a challenge.”


  “Fine. I wish you the best of luck in managing your mental issues, Sunbaenim.”


  “Oh, I’m sure I’ll be fine. I happen to have a shit ton of free time on my hands, all thanks to a certain asshole underclassman.”


  Scowling, Sangwoo turned around sharply and approached his bicycle, which he’d secured to the railing in front of the library. He made sure to obscure the code to the bike lock just in case Jaeyoung was trying to take a peek, then quickly swung himself onto the seat.


  What if he deflated my tires? he wondered suddenly. If Jaeyoung had actually messed with his bike, he could call the police on him right away. But despite his initial suspicions, nothing seemed amiss. 


  


  Sangwoo ended up getting home earlier than usual. He secured his bicycle to a post out in front of his apartment building, then quickly climbed the stairs to the fourth floor. 


  It was only when he finally stepped into his room that all his built-up tension drained from his body. He collapsed on the bed without even changing his clothes, then laid there for a long time, just letting himself recover. 


  That was awful, he thought. It had been a horrible, horrible day. He’d been distracted during class, had eaten his lunch so quickly that it’d given him a stomachache, hadn’t been able to take his usual walk, and had his library study session ruined. 


  Although he’d forced himself to sound confident when he was facing Jaeyoung, Sangwoo felt the exact opposite. Jaeyoung was different from the villains that he’d faced in the past. The asshole was meticulous and sly, and it was unlikely that he would do something illegal that Sangwoo could use against him.


  Which left him with only one solution: Withstand the torture until Jaeyoung got tired of it. The asshole’s behavior so far had been bizarre enough to totally catch Sangwoo off guard, but there was one thing he knew—there was no way the jerk would stick with a class like Engineering Mathematics 2. Not only was it incredibly difficult, but he wouldn’t benefit from it in any way. That meant Jaeyoung’s harassment would last for two weeks at the most, since that was the duration of the add/drop period.


  Two weeks.It would be a pain, but it wasn’t very long in the grand scheme of things. Sangwoo could handle that—after all, it would be an exercise in patience, nothing more. And once it was over, his world would be peaceful again.


  Still, that didn’t make the situation any less annoying. A surge of anger and indignation rose in Sangwoo’s throat, but he had no one to vent them to. Not only did he suffer from a perpetual lack of friends, but most people wouldn’t be able to empathize with the amount of stress he’d felt from simply having his seat robbed from him and being forced to sit next to someone else. 


  Needless to say, he didn’t get much rest that night.
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  On the second day of the new semester, Sangwoo stumbled out of his apartment an hour earlier than usual and weakly swung himself onto his bike. He usually made sure to get a full eight hours of restful sleep, but he was running on four today—he’d been snapped awake in the middle of the night thanks to a nightmare, and his entire body was screaming at him as a result.


  In said nightmare, a red puffer jacket had zipped open to reveal sharp teeth and tried to bite him. It had felt pretty ridiculous upon waking up, but he’d only been able to run around in terror in his dream.


  Sangwoo clenched his jaw and repeated his magic mantra to himself: Just two more weeks. It was important to steel himself against the strange, unwelcome voice in his head that kept whispering that his stable, peaceful life would soon collapse. Being patient was the only thing that he could do; he wasn’t about to drop his required courses, and even if he did, Jaeyoung would probably show up in his new classes as well. Taking a gap year wasn’t an option either—not for such a minor inconvenience.


  When he rode his bike through the front gates, the time on Sangwoo’s digital watch read exactly 8:24 a.m. To his relief, the campus was almost entirely empty. The only reason he’d gotten up so early was because he was determined to secure his rightful spot. 


  Sangwoo secured his bike to the railing in front of the library and briskly walked over to the engineering building for class. A few minutes later, he found himself standing at the door to his classroom. He pushed it open slowly, his heart pounding in his throat.


  No! Sangwoo despaired. There was already a leather crossbody bag sitting on the rightmost desk in the fourth row. He ran over to the desk and examined the bag, but he couldn’t figure out how the asshole had managed to get to the classroom so early and take his seat.


  Did he leave the bag here…yesterday?


  It was a disturbing idea, but it was much more plausible than the alternative, which was that Jaeyoung had come to school at the crack of dawn to put the damn bag on the desk. Sangwoo was near certain that Jaeyoung was someone who’d rather die than wake up that early.




  Defeat tasted bitter in Sangwoo’s mouth. Robbed of his rightful seat once again, he picked out another: the one furthest away from his original choice. 


  Given how early it was in the morning, the classroom heater hadn’t been turned on yet, and the room was freezing. After some contemplation, Sangwoo decided he would keep his puffer jacket and scarf on. 


  Drowsiness began to creep in as he sat waiting in his chair. Although he had his textbook lying open on the desk, the letters were blurry. It made sense, really—he’d barely slept the night before. But he absolutely could not fall asleep during class.


  In that case, maybe I should sneak in a short nap now instead. Sangwoo shut his textbook and put his head down on it, using it as a pillow for the first time in his life. His consciousness faded away rapidly.


  When he came to, a monotonous voice was saying, “Each of your assignments is worth thirty percent of your grade, with the final project being worth the other twenty. My office and email address are listed on the syllabus. If you would like to request a meeting, go to the TA or send me an email. Now, let’s take a look at this set of examples…”


  Sangwoo blinked, only to find his vision filled with red. Jaeyoung was sitting right next to him, a mocking smile on his face, even though he’d made sure to distance himself from the asshole’s stupid bag.


  Sangwoo surged upright and glanced at his watch—class had started fourteen minutes ago. Every single student in the room had a worksheet in front of them, but his desk was empty. When he looked back at Jaeyoung, he found the bastard waving one at him.


  That insufferable psycho…


  Sangwoo frantically scanned the room, but he didn’t see anybody who had a spare worksheet. He entertained the idea of interrupting the professor and asking for one, but that probably wouldn’t go well—it was a request he should have made at the beginning of class. 


  There was only one other option. Gritting his teeth, Sangwoo shoved his hand in Jaeyoung’s direction. “Give me my worksheet,” he demanded in a low voice.


  “Your worksheet? Sorry, but this is mine.”


  “And? I already know you won’t be using it.”


  Jaeyoung narrowed his eyes and gave the worksheet another flap. Sangwoo reached out and tried to snatch it from him, but the asshole pulled it back sharply and then folded the paper in half once, then again. Sangwoo watched him, his throat tightening with anxiety.


  “Did nobody ever teach you how to say ‘please’?” Jaeyoung whispered, raising an eyebrow. In that moment, with his bright red outfit, he looked just like the devil. And clenched between his satanic fingers—now in the form of a paper airplane—was Sangwoo’s only chance to successfully complete his first class. 


  “Give me that,” Sangwoo hissed.


  “Nope. I’m not hearing enough desperation.”


  “I need it.”


  The professor turned his back to the class to write something on the board, and the paper airplane flew from Jaeyoung’s hand and out the back door, drawing a graceful arc in the air.


  “Oops… Looks like you lost your chance.”


  Sangwoo stood from his seat. Rage bubbled up inside him, but he suppressed it with everything he had. He should have known better than to think that asshole would cooperate.  


  Trying his best to stay silent, he squeezed through the rows of desks and grabbed a worksheet from the pile on the podium. Unfortunately, the professor chose that exact moment to turn around.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” he demanded, giving Sangwoo a stern look.


  “I’m sorry, Professor. I didn’t receive a worksheet, but I thought it would be rude to disrupt the class by raising my hand.”


  “Well, maybe you would’ve gotten a worksheet if you weren’t dozing off during your first class.” The professor clicked his tongue, his eyes filling with a strange mixture of exasperation and pity. “You might want to go to the bathroom before you sit back down.”


  “Pardon?” Sangwoo asked, confused.


  “Just go.”


  Slightly baffled, Sangwoo walked out through the front door, still holding the worksheet. He’d never been the type to be a teacher’s pet, answering every question and making a point to visit during their office hours, but his high scores on exams and assignments were typically enough to earn his professors’ trust by the end of a semester. Getting on a teacher’s bad side the first day of class was an entirely new experience. To make things even worse, Professor Choi was a well-regarded Comp Sci teacher who usually taught 400-level courses.


  Questions still swirling through his mind, Sangwoo hurried into the bathroom. The sight that greeted him in the mirror was so shocking he nearly cried out—somebody had drawn a thick, dark mustache under his nose. He frantically tried to wash it off, but he couldn’t scrub it away no matter how hard he tried.


  Judging his current efforts to be a waste of time, Sangwoo put some soap on his hands and tried to wash the mustache off that way. His desperate rubbing seemed to yield some results, but the process was painfully slow. Precious minutes of the lecture were going down the drain along with the dirty water. 


  How did I end up in such a stupid, pointless situation? Sangwoo lamented. That son of a bitch really laid this damn mustache on thick. 


  


  In total, it took Sangwoo nineteen minutes to restore his face back to normal. At that point, there were only five minutes remaining in class, and he didn’t feel like getting another pointed look from the professor by walking back into the classroom.


  What did I do to deserve this? he thought indignantly. Sure, he’d told the professor of the ethics class that he’d been the only one who’d worked on the group project, but that was the pure, honest truth. Jaeyoung might be bitter over his inability to graduate, but that wasn’t Sangwoo’s fault—the asshole had brought it upon himself. And yet despite Sangwoo’s innocence, he’d been ousted from class and left with no other choice but to wait outside until the lecture was over. It wasn’t fair. 


  “That damn error of a bastard!” 


  And Jaeyoung wasn’t just any error either: he was a semantic error. It was the worst insult that Sangwoo could come up with. 


  Not all errors were the same: syntax errors or formatting issues, for example, could be easily debugged. Errors in logic, however, were trickier things, always popping up right when Sangwoo thought he’d gotten his code perfect. They were so hard to catch that even a careful, line by line inspection wasn’t always enough to pinpoint where the issue was coming from. To Sangwoo, Jaeyoung was the perfect human equivalent: an unwelcome intruder who’d materialized out of nowhere to destroy his carefully built routine. 


  Students began to walk out of the classroom, signaling that class had ended. Sangwoo painstakingly cut through the crowd, finally returning to the desk he’d been sitting at. He saw Jaeyoung’s horrible red jacket in the corner of his eye as he picked up his backpack, but ignored it and swiftly made his way out of the classroom. He knew the asshole’s goal was to piss him off, and he didn’t want the enemy knowing he’d been successful.


  Still, now that he’d started off the day on the wrong foot, it felt like everything was crumbling around him—like he’d placed a semicolon in the incorrect spot somewhere in his code. During Algorithms, he had no other choice but to claim the leftmost seat in the second row, which left him blankly staring at a pillar that obscured his entire vision. The seat was so terrible that it essentially rendered attending the class pointless, but it was the only way Sangwoo could distance himself from Jaeyoung’s desk-snatching self. 


  The rest of the day continued to play out like some kind of terribly written movie script. When Sangwoo had gone to the dining hall after class and sat at the most secluded table he could find, Jaeyoung had sat right next to him despite the literal dozens of other tables available and begun shoveling food into his big mouth. Feeling indigestion settling in, Sangwoo had put away the tray of food he’d retrieved from the Korean dining station and gone to the convenience store, only to find that his favorite canned coffee was still out of stock. And the path he typically used to take a walk? It was still being “used” by the theater club. 


  By the time he finally plopped down at the library desk he’d reserved, Sangwoo was totally exhausted. It had only been two days since the harassment had begun, and he already wasn’t completely sure he could endure eight more of the same.  


  Jaeyoung chose that moment to swagger up to Sangwoo like a villain, a fantasy novel clutched in one hand. “Hope you have a productive study sesh, Hoobaenim,” he crooned, claiming the seat next to Sangwoo before leaning back and flipping the book open. 


  Sangwoo glowered at him. Just looking at the asshole’s face was enough to send his blood pressure through the roof. Maybe I should report him, he mused, silently listing out all of the crimes Jaeyoung had committed in his head.


  


  List of Offenses:


  

    	Walking around in red clothes (not illegal)


    	Stealing my seat (not illegal)


    	Sitting next to me (not illegal)


    	Bouncing his leg (inconclusive)


    	Spinning his pen (inconclusive)


    	Buying up all the cans of Black Holic coffee (not illegal)


    	Filling a trash can (not illegal)


    	Refusing to provide me with a worksheet (not illegal)


    	Drawing on my face (illegal)


    	Existing (not illegal)


  


  


  The longer the list went on, the more pathetic Sangwoo felt. Jaeyoung had never insulted him outright or laid hands on him—everything the asshole did was small and trivial, but it all still made Sangwoo want to rip his own hair out.


  He’s like a bug in my code.


  Glaring at the man next to him, Sangwoo watched as he flipped to the next page of his novel. The asshole was lounging back in his chair with one of his legs propped up on his opposite knee, bouncing it up and down like an overly energetic child. Sangwoo felt a sudden, overwhelming desire to smack the red beanie off his stupid head.


  


  Although Jaeyoung had managed to thoroughly distract him for quite a while, Sangwoo finally got a moment of respite when the asshole yawned and fell asleep with his face down on his desk. To Sangwoo’s profound relief, his enemy never snored, ground his teeth, or muttered in his sleep.


  Some students—presumably Jaeyoung’s friends—had come by and taken pictures of him as he slept, snickering quietly. A few girls had hung around too, whispering among themselves, but Sangwoo hadn’t minded. They hadn’t been loud enough to prove a bother, so by the time two hours had passed, he found he’d actually been able to accomplish some of the objectives he’d had in mind for the day’s study session. 


  Sangwoo quietly put his books and pencil pouch back in his bag, trying not to wake Jaeyoung, but the moment he slid back his chair and stood up, the asshole sprung to his feet. Sangwoo could only watch in silent horror as Jaeyoung’s elbow brushed against the pile of snacks and drinks that some students had placed next to him in some kind of strange ritual offering, knocking them onto the floor. 


  Ignoring the commotion, Sangwoo headed toward the exit of the library. He tried to move as quickly as possible, but it was no use—Jaeyoung caught up to him effortlessly. By the time they reached the stairwell that led down to the first floor, he found himself caught in some kind of idiotic competition, racing down the stairs like his life depended on it.


  “I bet this is pissing you off, Sangwoo-ya,” Jaeyoung commented from behind him. 


  “Please do not talk to me. Your voice is grating.”


  “Well, too bad. You brought this upon yourself.”


  “How? I did nothing wrong,” Sangwoo snapped as he marched out of the building and walked over to the back. “You are the one who is acting like a child. In fact, not even a child would do these thin—”


  “Oh, I see… You still think you’re totally innocent, don’t you? You think I’m some kind of stalker.”


  Sangwoo stopped dead in his tracks. The asshole’s words had struck a chord this time. 


  “Of course I do. What kind of fault can you find in my actions? If the offense you think I’ve committed was having your name excluded from the presentation—”


  “Yeah, enough,” Jaeyoung snarled. 


  Sangwoo spun around, only to find that Jaeyoung and his infuriatingly red beanie had gotten much closer to him than he had thought. Face uncharacteristically serious, the asshole stared straight into Sangwoo’s eyes as the last traces of sunlight disappeared behind him.


  “Believe it or not,” he said softly, “I wanted to be friends with you.”


  Sangwoo stared at his nemesis in silence. He’d seen Jaeyoung up close before, but beyond his questionable attire, he’d never taken the time to examine the man carefully. He’d never realized—or cared—that Jaeyoung’s eyes were slightly downturned, that his nose was straight and high-bridged, or that his hair and eyes were closer to brown than black.


  “Humans run on emotion, you know,” Jaeyoung continued. “If you hadn’t treated me like absolute shit, I wouldn’t be so pissed over the group presentation.”


  “Will you leave me alone if I apologize, then?”


  After a moment of visible disbelief, Jaeyoung laughed out loud. “Seriously? I thought you were supposed to be a Comp Sci genius! Though I guess your specialty is machines, not people...”


  “I’m not sure what I am supposed to take away from that.”


  “Just…think about it. If all you had to do was say sorry, things wouldn’t have spiraled into this mess.”


  Sangwoo had solved countless difficult problems in the past, but Jaeyoung’s words sounded like total gibberish in comparison. He might as well have been speaking a different language. Fighting with him was the equivalent of trying to get a void function to return a value—impossible.


  Finally, Sangwoo managed to say: “You can justify your actions all you want. At the end of the day, you are and will never be more than a deadbeat, sadist piece of trash.” 


  Jaeyoung smirked at him instead of getting angry or offended. “I love it when you compliment me.”


  “It seems you’ve truly gone and lost your mind now.”


  “Sure have! See you tomorrow.”


  What a complete freak, Sangwoo thought, undoing his bike lock. He rode away without ever looking back.


  


  [image: ]




  On Wednesday, Sangwoo had a two-hour long block of Pop Culture and Cultural Theory. The class was infamous for being difficult, but it was the only liberal arts class that had been available during the time slot in his schedule he’d been looking to fill. 


  At a glance, the course’s syllabus was filled with confusing concepts and phrases Sangwoo had never heard before, like “the Frankfurt School” and “Orientalism.” Knowing the material would be difficult for a Comp Sci student like him, he’d read ahead, but it hadn’t particularly helped. And if he had to deal with Jaeyoung’s harassment as well… 


  Sangwoo found himself feeling resigned before the class even began. That was why, when he walked into the lecture hall exactly nineteen minutes before it was set to commence at 9:30 a.m., he immediately clenched his eyes shut. It was his way of avoiding the inevitable: catching sight of Jaeyoung’s loathsome crossbody bag sitting in the most perfect seat in the room. 


  But to Sangwoo’s surprise, when he finally opened his eyes, there was nothing there—both his chair and desk were pristine and unclaimed.


  Am I dreaming?


  Heart pounding from the shock of the unexpected turn of events, Sangwoo quickly approached the desk and took a seat. In that moment, he felt like an emperor sitting on his throne. But the initial rush of satisfaction was quickly overshadowed by fear of what Jaeyoung would do next.


  Suppressing his anxiety, Sangwoo opened his textbook and began to review the material that would be covered during class. For the first time that semester, he actually felt satisfied with his studying environment—something that seemed highly correlated with the reclaiming of his proper seat and the absence of a certain crimson devil. 


  Alas, he was a few pages in when somebody plopped a white tote bag on the desk next to him. Sangwoo heaved a giant sigh.


  “You wake up on the wrong side of the bed today?”


  His head whipped up at the unexpected voice—the higher, infinitely more pleasant to the ear pitch definitely didn’t belong to Jaeyoung. Instead, a girl wearing a dark-green jacket stood beside the desk next to him. As his joy subsided, Sangwoo realized she looked oddly familiar.


  As if she’d read his mind, the girl cheerfully announced, “I’m Jihye!” as she took a seat. “You helped me with those boxes, remember? We even grabbed lunch together.”


  Recognition sparked in Sangwoo’s mind. He hadn’t caught on to who she was at first because she was wearing a ponytail—her hair had been down last time.


  Jihye turned to face him. “I didn’t think I’d see you in this class, Oppa! Are you interested in philosophy? I’m taking this because I wanted to learn about the theories of French thinkers like Lacan and Foucault.”


  “No, I don’t particularly care for it. I’m only taking this class to fill a requirement to graduate.”


  “Oh… That makes sense. You know, I’m required to take a Comp Sci course too. Can you tell me which one’s the easiest? I heard that Information-processing Theory and Intro to Comp Sci are—”


  Jihye fell abruptly silent as the professor walked in, saving Sangwoo from listening to her babbling any further. Still, overall, things weren’t too bad—despite the fact that he was seated next to someone who seemed to take great pleasure in running her mouth, Sangwoo had the best desk in the classroom and a professor that appeared both punctual and well-organized. 


  I haven’t seen Jaeyoung at all today, he abruptly realized. He wasn’t dumb enough to think that the guy had given up—there was probably a reason behind this pleasant development. Still, it felt like a breath of fresh air.


  


  “Basically, he believed the world is divided into two categories: the elite and the working class,” Jihye explained. “And the former is who controls society.”


  “But that’s the truth,” Sangwoo shot back, “so what use is there in an opposing opinion that  glorifies the masses? It should have been discarded a long time ago.”


  “No, no. Remember, the professor said it doesn’t matter if a theory is true or not! You’ve gotta adjust your point of view when it comes to sociology or you’re gonna run into issues, Oppa.”


  The two of them were walking down the hallway of the humanities building, discussing what they’d learned in class. The infuriating red color Sangwoo had come to dread remained delightfully absent, and the joy of that fact drowned out any surprise he felt over Jihye’s markedly high intelligence.  


  This was the way things were supposed to be. And with how much suffering he’d gone through over the past two days, Sangwoo found that even the brief moment of normalcy felt like heaven. 


  Though Jihye had sat next to him for the entire class, she hadn’t been distracting in the slightest, unlike a certain someone. To top it off, she’d even been kind enough to explain to him anything he hadn’t understood over the course of the lecture. 


  “Anyway, where’s your next class, Oppa?”


  “I’m done for today.”


  Jihye puffed out her lips in a delicate pout. “I’m so jealous… I have two more. What do you wanna get for lunch?”


  She seemed to be operating on the premise that it was only natural for her and Sangwoo to eat together since they’d sat next to each other during class. Though he silently questioned the validity of her rationale, Sangwoo let it slide—either way, the dining hall was his next stop. 


  As they exited the building and walked through the campus, Sangwoo kept glancing around nervously, trying to predict where his enemy would attack from next. Then, just as Jihye asked him if there was anything wrong, he spotted a large amount of people pouring out of the humanities building. The only good thing about that damn red puffer jacket was that it was highly visible even from a distance.


  “We have to hurry,” he said.


  “Huh? Why?”


  “Come on!”


  Not bothering to check if Jihye was following him, Sangwoo basically sprinted to the dining hall and quickly got in line for the Korean food station. Judging by the size of that crowd, that asshole must have attended a large lecture, he mused. Now that he thought about it, Jaeyoung had to be retaking Ethics for Hanguk University Students—he’d probably been MIA since the class happened at the same time as Sangwoo’s Pop Culture and Cultural Theory.


  Looks like I’ll be getting a break on Wednesdays, Sangwoo concluded with satisfaction as he grabbed a dining tray. 


  As if that wasn’t wonderful enough, a bolt of genius struck him as he tried to decide where to sit. Walking over to a section of the dining hall that was much more crowded than where he usually sat, Sangwoo quickly scanned the tables until he located one that had only two vacant seats. His heart filled with joy as he sat down with Jihye—now that the table was full, Jaeyoung wouldn’t be able to harass him here either.


  “You look like you’re in a good mood,” Jihye commented, voice curious.


  “Indeed.”


  With that, Sangwoo began to eat his food in total silence. Still, he wasn’t entirely relaxed—his eyes consistently scanned over the students in line to get food. The red puffer jacket was lurking among the people in the tonkatsu line, its owner’s eyes sweeping over the dining hall in a fashion not unlike Sangwoo’s own.  


  It was only a few minutes later, when Jaeyoung walked over to the seating area along with a crowd of other students, that his gaze finally fell on Sangwoo. Sangwoo gave the asshole a triumphant look, and Jaeyoung’s face twisted into a strange, almost mocking smile before he walked away to sit somewhere else. It was so miniscule a victory that it barely deserved to be called one at all, but Sangwoo felt as euphoric as a general who’d run roughshod over enemy forces. 


  “Are you going right back home after lunch?” Jihye asked.


  “No. I’m going to the library.”


  “Oh, that’s great! Wanna drop by the convenience store? I’ll get you something to drink.”


  Sangwoo shook his head. “You can’t.”


  “Huh? Why?”


  He paused in the middle of picking up a bite-sized chunk of marinated meat. How could he possibly explain the situation? The story was far too long and convoluted.


  “This will sound very strange,” he began, picking his words carefully, “but I am being…harassed.”


  “What?”


  Jihye looked so shocked that Sangwoo fell silent for a moment. When it seemed obvious that he wasn’t going to continue, she said worriedly, “Like, actually? Oppa, this is super serious! How exactly are they harassing you?”


  He immediately regretted bringing it up. As he silently tried to figure out the best way to explain his predicament, Jihye’s eyes filled with horror.


  “It’s okay, Oppa. Whoever it is, there’s free counseling available for students, and we can even go to the police if you need to. We'll get you help!” 


  Hearing the blazing determination in her voice somehow made Sangwoo feel even more uncomfortable. Silently, he decided it would be best just to focus on answering her initial question. 


  “He purchased every single one of the canned coffees that I always drink. There are none left at the convenience store for you to buy.”


  “Huh...? So, he’s like...cornering the market on your favorite drink? Like in a buyer’s monopoly?” Jihye said, blinking in disbelief before bursting out laughing. “Just order a box online, then! You can even express ship it!”


  Sangwoo felt like he’d been hit over the head with a club. He’d been restricting his purchases to the school convenience store, even though he could get a Black Holic coffee somewhere else. 


  Despite his intelligence, thinking outside of the box was definitely not Sangwoo’s strong suit. At one point during grade school, he’d actually gotten an incredibly low score on a school IQ test. His teacher had explained that, though he was quite gifted in the realm of logical-operational intelligence, he was far below average in the realms of applied reasoning and interpersonal intelligence.


  Sangwoo stared at Jihye, starting to see her in a new light. “You are very smart,” he said in wonder. 


  She laughed in response. “All right, so how else does this guy harass you?”


  “This one will sound quite strange as well, but I can only focus during class when I’m sitting in a specific seat.”


  Jihye gasped dramatically. “Hey, I saw something like that in an American TV show! Seriously, no offense, but…have you considered that you might be suffering from compulsions or something?”


  “The doctor said my symptoms were not that serious. Anyway, this guy keeps taking my seat before I can. The farther away I sit from that spot, the harder it is for me to concentrate, but I cannot bring myself to sit next to that assho— That man, because I dislike him so much.”


  “Hmm…” Jihye narrowed her eyes in contemplation, then snapped her fingers. “Just sit next to him and use a desk divider! You know, like the ones we used in elementary school?”


  Sangwoo contemplated this. If he used the method she was proposing, he’d be able to remain in close proximity to his preferred seat without making visual contact with the enemy. It was a good solution. 


  Impressed with Jihye’s flexible way of problem solving, Sangwoo found himself nodding. His voice was a bit more hopeful as he said, “He also bounces his leg in the library and is very rough with books. When he’s reading, I can hear every time he turns a page.”


  “Just get some ear plugs. They’re, like, dirt cheap.”


  Jihye smiled at him, and he smiled right back.


  “Thank you. I mean it. Allow me to treat you to a meal sometime.”


  “Yay! I’ll be looking forward to it!” she said, beaming.


  Silently, Sangwoo decided that he would go and shop at a home goods store instead of going to the library as he usually did. When he was done with his food, he stood up and glanced over to the other side of the room—Jaeyoung was still eating with his friends.


  “Oppa! I’m not done yet!”


  The words didn’t even register in Sangwoo’s mind. Oblivious of everything but the excitement burning in his chest, he put away his tray and chugged a cup of water. There was a barely noticeable skip in his steps as he exited the dining hall.


  “Hey, wait up!” Jihye called out. 


  When Sangwoo glanced back, he saw her sprinting toward him, ponytail swaying.


  “Can I help you?”


  “Huh?” she gasped out, panting.


  “What do you need?”


  “N-Nothing! I just thought it’d be nice to, you know…walk together. Also, I hate eating alone. It’s so embarrassing.”


  Her perception of things was so different from his own that Sangwoo found himself intrigued. He ate alone every single day, but he had never felt embarrassed...


  “We don’t have to go to the convenience store,” Jihye continued. “Can you just walk me to the humanities building? I have a class there.”


  “Why?” he asked. She seemed a bit old to need an escort. What was she, a paranoid child worried about being kidnapped?


  “Taking a walk after a meal is good for your health. It prevents all sorts of illnesses,” she responded, a bit more stubbornly this time.


  It was a sentiment he couldn’t find fault with. 


  


  For the first time in his life, Sangwoo found himself going on his post-lunch stroll with somebody else. He’d been planning on heading straight to the home goods store, but Jihye’s proposal had proven pretty convincing—after all, he knew his morning regimen of bodyweight exercises wasn’t enough to appropriately maintain his health. Sneaking some cardio in during his time at school by taking a walk or two was vital.  


  “Can I ask you something, Oppa?”


  “You just did.”


  “No, that was a rhetorical expression indicating that I was about to ask you something,” she shot back right away. “Was your nickname ‘Sangchoo[1]’ when you were a kid?”


  He blinked. “How did you know?”


  “I knew it!” Jihye burst out laughing, hunching over in the middle of the sidewalk. “I’ve been thinking about it ever since you told me your name. I almost called you that a couple times!” She lost it again, only barely managing to contain herself a few moments later. “Um… Would you get mad at me if I called you ‘Sangchoo-oppa’?”


  “No,” he replied—and he meant it. People had been calling him Sangchoo ever since he was a kid regardless of his protests, and he was resigned to it at this point. On top of that, Jihye already called him Oppa all the time even though they weren’t related, so her referring to him by yet another nickname didn’t faze him. 


  People were going to call him whatever they wanted—it was a waste of energy to get worked up over it. Even now, a certain someone loved referring to him as “Sangwoo-ya” despite the fact that they were nowhere near close enough for the asshole to have that right. 


  As if fate was playing a trick on him, the accursed red puffer jacket entered Sangwoo’s vision the second he thought of its owner. Jaeyoung had just stepped out from behind a building, accompanied by two other guys. 


  As soon as their eyes met, Sangwoo spun around.


  


  


  


  

    [1] “Sangchoo” means lettuce in Korean.


  




  “Oppa…? You okay?” Jihye asked, sounding slightly confused.


  But Sangwoo couldn’t afford to waste time talking to her. “I’m going that way. I will see you next time.”


  “Sure! See ya later!”


  Before she even finished bowing in farewell, Sangwoo was gone. His mind raced as he sped down the path before him. A Jaeyoung-less class, lunch, and short walk… The day had been perfect, despite the lack of his favorite coffee. But the appearance of that red puffer jacket had ruined it all. Sangwoo found himself genuinely hating the damn color.


  After speed-walking for a few minutes, he glanced back. Jaeyoung was about ten steps behind him, his buddies nowhere to be seen. Sangwoo’s legs propelled him forward again before he could even think about it, his movements more instinctive than anything else.


  He had to escape. Where his firewall had once been unassailable—even in the face of outside threats or potential violence—now an error had slipped in right under his nose and corrupted the whole program, rendering it inoperable. Calling the police or tattling to a teacher like he had in grade school would not be enough to save him this time. 


  Driven entirely by the horror of the thought of seeing Jaeyoung’s face, Sangwoo found himself sprinting as fast as he could humanly manage. He hadn’t run with such vigor since his days in the military. Buildings sped by: the natural science building, the student union building, then the convenience store. Countless students, their faces completely unfamiliar to him, were left in his wake. 


  Finally reaching the school’s front gate, Sangwoo turned around, huffing and puffing. I must have lost him, he thought. But unfortunately, fate had betrayed him once again. 


  “Jeez, you’re fucking fast!” Jaeyoung gasped, flopping on the ground. “Fuck, let me just…catch my fucking breath for a second. I’m too old for this, I swear… What is this, a track meet?”


  Internally, Sangwoo let out a howl of despair. He would have turned around and raced away a third time, but he was in no state to do anymore running after sprinting for so long. Instead, he stumbled away from Jaeyoung, plopped himself down on the sidewalk, and chugged the bottle of water that he’d put in his backpack.


  After a moment, Jaeyoung huffed, “What the...hell…is wrong with you? Why did you run away?”


  “Why does it matter if I ran away or not? You’re the creeper who chased after me,” Sangwoo responded, also panting heavily.


  “Youwere acting all suspicious! I just figured I’d follow along.”


  “If anyone is suspicious here, it’s you.”


  A long silence followed the bizarre conversation. 


  Sangwoo waited until he’d caught his breath, then rose to his feet and headed over to the library to get his bike. Jaeyoung followed after with an annoyed scowl, matching his pace regardless of how fast or slow he walked. At some point, Sangwoo decided to just ignore him and walk at his normal pace—he didn’t feel like racing through the campus again.


  “So…your girlfriend is pretty cute,” Jaeyoung commented nonchalantly.


  “I don’t have a girlfriend.”


  The asshole raised an eyebrow. “Then who were you eating lunch with earlier?”


  It was an easy question. “Kim Jihye.”


  “What’s her major?”


  “Philosophy…I think?” Sangwoo answered mechanically, all his attention focused on walking.


  At this, Jaeyoung scoffed. “Her family name is Ryu, and she majors in French.”


  Sangwoo froze mid-step, then whipped around to stare at Jaeyoung in horror. “You’ve been stalking her as well? She’s a nice person. She has nothing to do with me!”


  Jaeyoung’s lips twisted into a mocking smile. “Stalking, my ass,” he spat. “The two of you came to the restaurant where I work, dipshit. I took a peek at her student ID. After something like that, it’d be weirder if I didn’t remember her name.”


  Deciding that this speech wasn’t worth listening to, Sangwoo continued walking. Unfortunately, the pointless questions just kept coming.


  “Do you even know my name?”


  “Why should I?” he asked flatly.


  “Aren’t you supposed to be smart or something?”


  “An efficient brain is programmed to delete worthless information.”


  “Well, you’re definitely talented at making people feel like crap.” 


  Jaeyoung reached out and grabbed Sangwoo’s shoulder, forcing him to a stop. An instinctive scowl found its way onto Sangwoo’s face at the feel of the asshole’s fingers on him. 


  “Task: Compose a three-line poem with the initials of my name,” Jaeyoung said with a sly smile.


  What the hell? Sangwoo slapped the asshole’s hand away from his shoulder.


  “Reward: I’ll stop harassing you.”


  Sangwoo paused. It was a tempting offer. “Query,” he replied after a brief moment of contemplation. “Are there any other conditions I need to meet in order to receive this reward? What exactly is your definition of ‘harassment’?”


  “Answer: Yes, you have to exhibit some level of artistic talent in your composition. And I’ll leave the defining to you.”


  “Artistic talent” was a bit too vague for Sangwoo’s liking, but he liked the fact that Jaeyoung was giving him the ability to determine the scope of his own reward. Silently, he decided he might as well play along. 


  “What are your initials?”


  “Knowing that is your job, dipshit.”


  Sangwoo had been under the opposite impression, but thankfully, he already knew the asshole’s full name: Jang Jaeyoung. J, J, Y. 


  He began the poem, silently fumbling for the right words. “J… Jarring how you swept into my life like a tornado.”


  Glancing up at Jaeyoung, Sangwoo found him smirking arrogantly with his arms crossed. The next line wasn’t too hard to come up with.


  “J… Just don’t want to deal with you anymore.”


  It was the fabric of Jaeyoung’s red jacket, glinting away in the sun, that inspired the final line.


  “Y… You should go wreak havoc somewhere else.”


  A strange expression came over Jaeyoung’s face. Although there was a slight downturn to his lips, they seemed to keep twitching upward. 


  Sangwoo fell silent, wondering what was going through the asshole’s brain. In his opinion, his poem had been pretty well-crafted—but as the seconds ticked by, he began to feel increasingly anxious. This might be a questionable contest moderated by an even more questionable judge, but he still wanted his hard work to be recognized.


  Finally, Jaeyoung said with quite a bit of authority, “Score.”


  Sangwoo perked up and listened intently.


  “Accuracy, ten out of ten.”


  “Hmm…”


  “Emotional sincerity, ten out of ten.”


  “I didn’t expect the scores to be so generous.”


  “Literary quality, three out of ten.”


  “Pardon…?”


  “Plot, one out of ten.”


  Gaping indignantly, Sangwoo stared at Jaeyoung as he worked himself up to announcing his assessment of the final category. If I get a perfect score here, maybe the reward is still in reach?


  “Novelty, zero out of ten.”


  Sangwoo had to suppress a violent stream of cuss words. His archnemesis smiled at him brightly. 


  “That’ll bring the score to...twenty-four out of fifty. Guess we’ll be seeing each other tomorrow, Sangwoo-ya!”


  Gritting his teeth, Sangwoo hurriedly walked away from Jaeyoung. He should have known better. Why had he wasted his time on a bunch of Jaeyoung’s crap?


  To Sangwoo’s relief, the asshole had the decency not to follow him. But he still had to get in one last parting shot. 


  “I’ve gotten a pretty good grasp on what makes you tick now, don’t you think?”


  “What am I, a rice cooker?”


  “I mean, you’re not that far off...”


  The words weren’t even worth responding to. Instead, Sangwoo turned his attention to following his original plan: going to the home goods store. Quickly undoing his bike lock, he swung himself onto his bike and sped past Jaeyoung.


  Green


  For two entire days, Jaeyoung had harassed Sangwoo to his heart’s content. He’d gotten his underclassmen friends to reserve all the weirdo’s favorite desks, bothered him in his classes, and followed him around everywhere. Watching him bristle up like a hedgehog had proven a truly lovely experience. 


  But that joyful sight wasn’t the only reward Jaeyoung had won for himself. 


  First, he’d been given a plethora of delightful nicknames, “stalker,” “deadbeat, sadist piece of trash,” and “psycho” among them. They weren’t the most pleasant of monikers, of course, but  having a label was always better than not having one—as a visual designer, Jaeyoung knew the importance of branding all too well. And there was a reason why rich, handsome men in cliche TV shows went around looking for women who slapped them across the face and disappeared. It wasn’t about romance, oh no. Negative impressions were much more impactful than positive ones—that was why outrage marketing was so successful. 


  At any rate, it appeared the avenue of self-promotion he’d taken with Sangwoo had proven effective enough to etch his existence onto the surface of the weirdo’s mechanical brain. Honestly, after observing the guy’s near clinical inability to remember who anyone was, having four nicknames all to himself felt like kind of an honor. 


  Jaeyoung had found that putting all those cracks and chips in Sangwoo’s perfect defense was enough to at least somewhat offset the emotional damage the guy had caused him. In fact, the utterly refreshing feeling of avenging himself—as invigorating as chugging a can of soda—was what he considered his second reward.


  Still, the pure, unadulterated entertainment Jaeyoung had gotten from tormenting Sangwoo was what had turned out to be the ultimate prize. Whenever that weirdo’s emotionless face had crumpled in annoyance, he’d felt more exhilaration than pity. In fact, the whole thing had been so damn fun that Jaeyoung had even been willing to torture himself by waking up at the crack of dawn. He’d never thought of himself as a sadist, but… Well, it was never too late to discover new facts about yourself.


  The original plan had been to follow Sangwoo around for the entire two weeks until the add/drop period ended, but Jaeyoung’s resolve had already begun to weaken. Sangwoo’s reaction to his harassment had been much more extreme than he’d expected, to the point he was beginning to worry the weirdo might run off and take a gap year. His goal had been to make Sangwoo slightly miserable, not bring his entire life crashing down on top of him.


  It didn’t help that Jaeyoung had a relatively short attention span. No matter how hard he tried, he just couldn’t sit still in the quiet library, and he hated eating the mediocre food in the crowded dining hall. The organization required to get underclassmen into place to steal Sangwoo’s favorite desks had taken way too much effort, and every single minute that he’d had to spend in Comp Sci classes where he didn’t understand a thing had felt like torture. 


  Honestly, he’d known that he wouldn’t be able to keep going for two whole weeks. He’d only made a project out of tormenting Sangwoo because he had way too much time on his hands.


  Why did you do this to me, Sangwoo-ya? Jaeyoung lamented, crumbling only three minutes into the class that he was being forced to retake, Ethics for Hanguk University Students. Even in the overly crowded lecture hall, he could immediately spot a handful of students who were answering roll call for someone else.How many of them would get screwed over like he had?


  Jaeyoung despaired over the opportunity he’d lost—having a spot in a classroom in the US where he could learn from the best designers in the world. It really was unfortunate that Sangwoo was the most rigid, inflexible asshole he’d ever met. Now, thanks to that weirdo, he was stuck in this useless ethics class. And since the professor knew all about what he’d done last semester, there was no way for him to skip class this time.


  Still, while it would have been great if he hadn’t been put in the same group as a damn snitch, Jaeyoung knew there was no point in thinking about what could have been. Instead, he let out a sigh and started scribbling on a piece of paper he’d borrowed from the person sitting next to him in the very back of the lecture hall. As he drew, he shot the professor the occasional glance. 


  


  When Jaeyoung exited the humanities building, he was relieved to find that the weather was objectively wonderful outside. It was nearly spring, the season of new lovers. Had it already been six months since he’d broken up with his last girlfriend?


  Jaeyoung was in the midst of pondering this, walking down the steps in front of the building with a crowd of other students, when he spotted Sangwoo in the distance. The weirdo was walking toward the dining hall with quick strides, accompanied by a girl wearing a green jacket. As always, Sangwoo himself was clad in the most inconspicuous, impossibly bland clothes Jaeyoung could imagine. It was a wonder he’d noticed the guy at all. 


  He’s a real ladies’ man, huh? Jaeyoung noted. Now that he thought about it, the weirdo had brought a girl along with him that time he’d come to the restaurant too. He tried to imagine Sangwoo in a loving relationship for a brief moment, but found it was an impossible task. Given the guy’s personality, it was hard to imagine he’d be able to get a girlfriend in the first place. 


  It was mainly curiosity that dragged Jaeyoung into the dining hall, which turned about to be as disgustingly full as usual. This time, it appeared Sangwoo had chosen to eat at a table that was already at full capacity instead of being a loner. It was a rather obvious—but valiant—bid to avoid Jaeyoung. 


  I’ll let him savor the small victories, Jaeyoung decided, chuckling under his breath. For some bizarre reason, he found himself thinking that Sangwoo was cute. Shaking his head, he glanced at the girl who was sitting next to the weirdo—it was Jihye, the one who’d been with him at the restaurant.


  Jaeyoung sat down with his friends, then proceeded to eat the garbage they called food. By the time he rose and walked out of the dining hall, he’d decided it was long overdue for him to stop following Sangwoo around—nothing was worth consuming another meal of that caliber ever again.


  Even the canned coffee he’d bought from the convenience store was absolutely vile. He’d only tried a single sip before throwing an entire can away, which left him with fifteen more to get rid of somehow. He’d left them all sitting on a table in the theater club room, but of course, none of the underclassmen had touched the stupid things.


  A short while later, mid-journey across the campus with his friends, Jaeyoung caught sight of Jihye and Sangwoo yet again. How adorable. They’ve got the perfect height difference, don’t they? he grumbled internally, sounding for all the world like some thug from a B movie. 


  Studying the pair as they walked toward him, Jaeyoung noted Sangwoo looked much happier after a day of not being relentlessly harassed. He figured the weirdo would walk right past him, too preoccupied with his girl to notice anybody else, but Sangwoo’s eyes widened in recognition the moment he spotted Jaeyoung’s approaching form in the distance.


  Jaeyoung felt a strange surge of joy. Once upon a time, Sangwoo hadn’t recognized him even though they were only a step apart. Oh, how things have changed…




  Sangwoo immediately turned around and began to walk away, but Jaeyoung jogged after him, taking the fact that the weirdo knew his face as a sign to glomp back onto him as he had the two days prior.  


  Jaeyoung was about ten steps away from his target when Sangwoo anxiously glanced back and saw him. The weirdo’s eyes widened, and then—much to Jaeyoung’s surprise—he began sprinting away. Judging from his reaction, you’d have thought Jaeyoung was a serial killer out for his blood or something.


  Naturally, Jaeyoung chased after him. Did he have a clue why he’d made that choice? No. Did he know how weird the whole thing would look? Absolutely. But he found himself running regardless. 


  As it turned out, Sangwoo was a fucking track star—Jaeyoung couldn’t catch up to him no matter how hard he tried, even though Sangwoo was wearing a backpack. He’d never imagined the weirdo would be such an athletic guy, mainly because he acted and looked like such a nerd. 


  Before Jaeyoung realized it, he was racing through the school’s front gates. Other than during his time in the military, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d sprinted such a long distance. He crouched down, trying to catch his breath.


  Seeing Sangwoo sprinting away from him had awakened something in Jaeyoung, snuffing out the workings of his rational mind under a wave of sheer determination. And now, in its wake, he was hit with an epiphany.


  Despite all his antics, the only thing he’d managed to do was get himself labeled as a critical bug in Sangwoo’s simulation. He might have left a rather permanent impression on the weirdo’s supercomputer of a mind, but at the end of the day, he was nothing more than a malfunctioning line of code to him. 


  Sure, whenever Sangwoo scowled at him, Jaeyoung felt a temporary rush of exhilaration—but he never felt truly satisfied. There was a desire burning in the back of his mind. A desire for Sangwoo to think of him as a cool, smart, funny upperclassman, just like how everybody else at the damn school did. 


  I guess I really am a greedy bastard, Jaeyoung thought wryly. Maybe that was why he’d felt so strange hearing Sangwoo defend Jihye. 


  “You’ve been stalking her as well? She’s a nice person. She has nothing to do with me!”


  The words had created a rift between Jaeyoung and her. And now the temptation of claiming the moniker of “nice person” for himself hung before him like a forbidden fruit, just out of his reach.


  Jaeyoung had long since looked through Jihye’s social media profile in an attempt to dig up information that he could use to harass Sangwoo. Nowadays, it was all too easy to find someone online when you knew their name, major, and class year. Based on her posts, she appeared to be a diligent person, though not to the same insane degree as Sangwoo. 


  On the day they’d gone to the restaurant together, she’d posted:


  


  hoping to see someone again. makes me a bit nervous, but I think he’s a good person :) 


  #adorableweirdo #firstmeeting #excited


  


  It was obvious she’d been talking about Sangwoo. As for the weirdo himself, the equation in his brain was clear:


  


  Jihye = a nice person 


  Jaeyoung = a deadbeat, sadist piece of trash


  


  The contrast between them was so stark Jihye might as well have been a green-wreathed angel sent down from heaven, while Jaeyoung was some kind of crimson-drenched demonic entity that’d crawled up from hell. Even thinking about it pissed him off. 


  Jaeyoung was fairly positive Sangwoo wasn’t romantically interested in Jihye—after all, he didn’t even know her last name or major. But innocent, naive guys like that weirdo were easily swayed by kind gestures. Jaeyoung was willing to bet the luxury watch his grandfather had given him as a graduation present that the pair would end up dating within three months. The thought sent a sudden sense of dread sweeping over him, a vivid mental image following along with it.  


  It was about eight years in the future, on Sangwoo and Jihye’s wedding day. Sangwoo was holding his beautiful bride’s hands, thanking her for helping him stay strong back in college, when some dude named Kim Youngjae had taken his inability to graduate on time out on him. I don’t even remember what that piece of shit looked like, but he wore this red puffer jacket everywhere, the imaginary Sangwoo said.


  Jaeyoung bristled. Fuck no. Over my dead body!


  At that moment, his plans changed slightly—in a way, they underwent a minor upgrade. He wasn’t sure what exactly made somebody a nice, respectable human being, and he wasn’t going to become one anytime soon. Therefore, he had only one card left up his sleeve—his ability to make Sangwoo see him. 


  Jaeyoung might have known what made Sangwoo tick well enough to get the weirdo to remember his name, but the pathway that data had been filed under came back as: C:\Users\Sangwoo\Red\Deadbeat Piece of Trash. He’d have to upend Sangwoo’s perception of him entirely in order to get that to change. 


  Why am I putting myself through this? Jaeyoung asked himself with a tired sigh. But also...why not? I have all the time in the world. 


  Decision made, he began a careful analysis of the clothes he had in his closet.


  


  <11>


  Sangwoo had never imagined that he would want to see Jaeyoung, but there he was, waiting for the asshole to walk into their classroom. 


  He’d chosen to sit in the fourth row in the second seat to the right. His textbook was laid open on the desk in front of him, but he’d only placed it there out of habit—he hadn’t looked at it once. Instead, he patiently watched for Jaeyoung, his mind reviewing the three avenues of attack he’d prepared. He couldn’t wait to see Jaeyoung’s face twist in surprise.


  The professor walked into the classroom, but Jaeyoung was still nowhere to be seen, despite being the TA for the class. Sangwoo turned his entire body so that he could stare at the entrance at the back of the room, but there were no red puffer jackets among the swarm of hurrying students. 


  Just then, a voice asked, “Whatcha lookin’ at? I’m right here.”


  Sangwoo froze. A man in a dark-green coat was shuffling past him, his hands in his pockets. Even upon meeting his eyes—which were unobscured by glasses—Sangwoo still struggled to identify him as Jaeyoung. But he’d spoken with Jaeyoung’s voice…


  Still awash in a sea of confusion, Sangwoo watched as the man claimed the desk next to him—the perfect seat he’d once always claimed for himself. All he’d done was change a few aspects of his outfit, but that’d been enough to short-circuit Sangwoo’s entire processing system. 


  Still, no matter what the man looked like, he was clearly Jaeyoung. Composing himself with all his might, Sangwoo took out a yellow desk divider—his first avenue of attack—and placed it on his right side, effectively obscuring Jaeyoung’s face. Unfortunately, he could still hear the deadbeat’s mocking laughter loud and clear. 


  “We’ll start the skit presentations next Thursday, so I want everybody to start preparing now,” the professor was saying.


  The guidelines for the skit had been outlined in the class’s syllabus. Students were to separate into pairs and write up a five-minute sketch in Mandarin, which they would then present to the entire class. It was an important assignment that would be worth twenty percent of their final grade.


  Watching as the professor passed out some worksheets to the students in the first row, Sangwoo found himself wondering, Isn’t that the TA’s job?


  But the professor had already begun to speak again. “The pairs and presentation dates have already been assigned, and are written here,” she continued, projecting a list up on the board. “I’m aware those of you presenting first might be at a bit of a disadvantage, but I’ll make sure to take that into account when I’m grading.”


  Sangwoo’s eyes quickly spied his own name on the list. However, they also quickly identified a glaring issue: the student he’d been paired with.


  


  Choo Sangwoo (Computer Science), Jang Jaeyoung (Visual Arts)


  Presenting on 3/14 (Thurs)


  


  Despite having over thirty students in the class, he’d somehow ended up with Jaeyoung. Furthermore, it looked like they would be presenting on the following Thursday, which was the earliest possible presentation date.


  Sangwoo’s hand shot into the air, and the professor looked over at him.


  “Yes? Do you have a question?”


  “Professor, would you allow me to choose a different partner? I find the one I’ve been assigned so objectionable that I fear it will be impossible for us to work on a project of this nature together.”


  The professor frowned at the question. “No. I’m sure some students will be more skilled than others, but the whole point of assigning teamwork is to have you work through those differences. In fact, I specifically asked the TA to randomly select who would be paired with who because I anticipated a question like this one. The process was totally fair. Now, does anybody have any questions that are not about changing partners or presentation dates?”


  How can it be totally fair when he’s the one who assigned the pairs? Sangwoo wanted to ask, but the professor had sounded so stern that he didn’t have the courage to say anything else. He’d already made a bad impression on his Embedded Systems teacher—he couldn’t let the same thing happen in another class.


  Suddenly, the yellow desk divider fell to the floor to reveal Jaeyoung, chin in hand and a strange smile playing on his lips. “It’ll be fine,” he said smugly. “You can be a freeloader if you want. I got this.”


  Ugh, shut up! Sangwoo snarled inwardly, shoving the useless divider into his bag. 


  A few minutes later, the worksheets that had been going around the classroom reached Sangwoo’s desk. He made sure to grab one before Jaeyoung could take it from him, then wrote his class year and name in the upper left corner.


  “The worksheet you just got contains expressions that you should have learned in Chinese 101, as well as some that are a bit more advanced. There should be a hundred of them overall. Please refer to them as you write your skit,” the professor instructed. “Now, get together with your partner and discuss the assignment.”


  Sangwoo carefully read through the worksheet. About thirty percent of the expressions were familiar, since he’d already memorized them in the past. He’d taken Chinese 101 during freshman year and had gotten full marks for both attendance and the regular exams, but had lost a whole bunch of points on the skit and oral exam. Ultimately, he’d gotten an A- in the class, but he was aiming for an A+ in Intermediate Chinese—which meant Sangwoo needed to get a good grade on this group project. 


  Thanks to his fairly empty schedule, he’d likely have more than enough preparation time. The biggest challenge would be his partner, whom Sangwoo was sure would screw him over in any way possible. 


  Honestly, though, Sangwoo wasn’t too worried. If need be, he’d just act out both sides of the skit. After all, the syllabus clearly stated that everybody would be getting graded on their own individual performances. 


  Sangwoo opened his notebook and began to scribble down some ideas, fully prepared to do the project all by himself. These expectations were upended, however, when Jaeyoung took his desk and placed it directly in front of his own. 


  Sangwoo didn’t even look at the asshole as he said, “A good portion of the sentences are questions or answers concerning certain locations, so we can make the skit about a Hanguk University student giving directions to a Chinese exchange student. I’ll be the Korean student, and you can be the Chinese student.”


  He hadn’t been looking for any input, but Jaeyoung grumbled, “That’s so fucking cliché. I really dodged a bullet not developing that game with you.”


  He seemed to be making a habit out of criticizing Sangwoo’s creative abilities. First he’d said that Veggie Man was boring, then he’d given Sangwoo a zero out of ten in novelty for his poem, and now the asshole was attacking him about his idea for the skit. And that wasn’t even bringing up the other times he’d made snide comments. 


  “Let’s hear your brilliant plan then,” Sangwoo said, tossing his pencil onto his notebook and leaning back in his chair like Jaeyoung always did. He crossed his arms too for good measure, and immediately found himself feeling much more powerful.


  Jaeyoung skimmed through the handout full of Chinese sentences and said, “A Qing dynasty merchant turned phone scammer—that’s our main character.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “The convo’ll start off with the merchant selling stuff at a marketplace. ‘How much are those?’ ‘It’s a hundred thousand won for two bunches of grapes.’ ‘Th-That’s way too expensive!’ ‘Please stop. Violence is illegal, you know. The exit is that way.’  That’ll take care of all the expressions listed for us to use when buying or selling something, so…”


  Sangwoo, who had been fully ready to mock Jaeyoung’s idea, couldn’t help but get immersed in the story.


  “Next, we can have the merchant say: ‘Today, I earned zero won. I am very poor; I  have no money…’ Then we can shift to the scammer part of the storyline by using these: ‘I sold all my items. Using the money I got, I bought a telephone. Now, I have nothing left…’ Oh, and here’s a good one: ‘I am a scammer.’”


  Sangwoo began to write down the plot in his notebook as he glanced at the worksheet to make sure Jaeyoung’s expressions were included in the list.


  “So he calls somebody with his phone: ‘Riiing. Wei? I am with your son. Give me ten billion won, and he can go back home.’ Then the person on the other end says, ‘I am not married. You are a scammer.’”


  “So? How does it end?”


  Jaeyoung shrugged. “How do you want it to end?”


  Sangwoo mulled it over,  but couldn’t think of any plausible action a Qing dynasty merchant would take after failing to scam someone over the phone. The best he could come up with was…


  “He runs out of food and starves to death?”


  “…Yeah, you would say that. This’d work with that idea, though: ‘I’m hungry. Give me food.’ The dying part doesn’t fit with any of the expressions on the list, but we could make and add one. As his final request, he could ask that the telephone he bought be handed down to his brother.”


  Sangwoo read through the plot he’d jotted down in the notebook. It was definitely a bit strange, but it contained the perfect mixture of difficult and easy expressions. At that moment, a question flashed through his mind.


  “Why a Qing dynasty merchant, of all people?”


  “That professor is a Qing buff. I’m willing to bet she’ll give us a perfect score if we show up wearing some Qing Dynasty clothes and a queue[1] wig.”


  “If you really think—” he began, but Jaeyoung cut him off.


  “Just look at this. The rating criteria says that visuals, humor, and preparation add up to twenty percent of your grade.”


  Sangwoo had already noted that section and wondered why such a category would be included. Considering that tone, pronunciation, and fluency accounted for fifty percent and level of difficulty, appropriateness of dialogue, and grammar made up thirty percent, the weighting for performance seemed extraordinarily high. 


  Seeing the confused frown on Sangwoo’s face, Jaeyoung added, “Trust me, she’s my club supervisor. I know exactly what she likes.”


  “Which club?”


  “Theater.”


  


  


  


  

    [1] A traditional Chinese hairstyle from the Qing Dynasty, featuring a shaved front of the head and a distinctive long braid at the back.


  




  The lead of the mechanical pencil in Sangwoo’s hand snapped, catapulting straight into Jaeyoung’s face. Sangwoo didn’t notice—not even when Jaeyoung lifted a hand to rub at his cheek with a frown. In his head, he was replaying the moment when his beloved walking path had been blocked off so the theater club could use it. Even that had been a part of the asshole’s plan.


  Sangwoo looked away from Jaeyoung, deciding to ignore his nemesis’s presence in favor of writing out the skit’s script instead. If he knew a certain Chinese phrase or saw it in the worksheet, he scribbled it down diligently. Otherwise, he just used the Korean version.


  The entire time, Jaeyoung didn’t say a word. The asshole was so silent it actually started to prick at Sangwoo’s nerves. Based on the previous data he’d compiled this was highly abnormal: Jaeyoung was someone who couldn’t sit still for even a minute. He had to tap his pen on his desk, jeer at Sangwoo, or loudly flip the pages of his book. 


  Blinking in confusion, Sangwoo glanced up—only to jolt in surprise when he saw Jaeyoung staring at him like he was some kind of zoo animal, chin rested on his intertwined hands. 


  “Cool,” the asshole muttered, eyes not pausing in their dissection. 


  Sangwoo immediately turned his gaze back to the paper and resumed working on the script. Unfortunately, this didn’t do much to deter his nemesis.


  “You wanna know what’s so cool?” Jaeyoung whispered. “I just realized we have something in common.”


  Something in common? Impossible. Sangwoo’s face crumpled like he had just swallowed a bug, and Jaeyoung chuckled under his breath.


  “Jeez, relax! I was talking about your handwriting.”


  Sangwo was utterly shocked. He had never considered his handwriting to be excellent by any means, but he knew it wasn’t nearly ashorrendous as Jaeyoung’s. “Please stop distracting me.”


  “Sangwoo-ya,” Jaeyoung crooned in a low voice. “You’re a pretty chill guy, aren’t you?”


  After two straight days of making Sangwoo’s life a living hell, now the guy wanted to act like they were best friends? It was quite the interesting development, but Sangwoo had no intention of indulging him. He kept working. 


  “I mean, look at you! You’re working on a project with a dude who’s a deadbeat, sadist piece of shit. Do you not know how to hold a grudge?”


  Ignore him.


  “Sangwoo-yaaa…”


  Ignore him.


  “What are your thoughts on revenge?”


  Ignore him. 


  “Personally, if I try to screw someone over, that means I care about them to some degree… Bu  you don’t feel any particular way about me, do you? You just want me to get lost, right?”


  Ignore him.


  “Come on, Sangwoo-ya. It’s not polite to ignore your hyung like this.”


  “Since when have I had a deadbeat like you as my hyung?” 


  Jaeyoung scoffed. “Fuck… Is that seriously how you’re gonna be?”


  “Could you please be quiet? I’m in the middle of something.”


  “Fine, I will—if you do me a favor.”


  “I’ll pass.”


  “Take off your hat.”


  Sangwoo glanced up, caught off guard, and found Jaeyoung in the same pose he’d been in before. His face was completely nonchalant. 


  It doesn’t seem like he’s trying to taunt or harass me... Sangwoo thought doubtfully. Still, it would probably be best to ignore him. 


  Sangwoo went back to working on the script. As soon as he’d jotted down the last line, Jaeyoung snatched it up and proceeded to look over it himself. “I see,” he murmured occasionally as he went, nodding to himself. “Not bad.” The asshole even grabbed Sangwoo’s pencil and wrote down a few notes.


  When Sangwoo got his notebook back, he found that all the blank spaces he’d planned to fill later were gone—Jaeyoung had come up with his own original lines in Chinese and written them in. 


  What’s wrong with him? Sangwoo wondered, completely baffled. Had the asshole finally decided to stop harassing him whenever he got the chance? It seemed so, given he was the one who’d come up with an idea for their skit. He was being more helpful than annoying.


  Sangwoo couldn’t help but ask, “Why the sudden change of heart?” 


  “Huh? What do you mean?”


  “Before, you were doing everything in your power to make my life miserable. What happened in the past two days to change your mind?”


  Honestly, Jaeyoung had to be the strangest guy Sangwoo had ever met. Everything about him was constantly changing. One day he acted like a deadbeat, then the next he popped up at a restaurant as a respectful waiter. He went from cussing Sangwoo out to smiling at him as easily as if a switch had been flipped in his head. He’d even chased Sangwoo down like some kind of serial killer, only to make him compose a random poem! And now, after harassing him for days, the guy had decided to be a helpful partner for their group project. 


  The professor, who’d been roaming around the classroom and helping other students, drifted over to them. “How are things going over here?” she asked, then raised a brow when she realized Jaeyoung was Sangwoo’s partner. “Oh, so you’re in this group, Jaeyoung! You two should be all set, then.”


  “Actually, Sangwoo is the one who did all the hard work,” Jaeyoung responded with a smile.


  Was the asshole glitching out or something? Sangwoo blinked at the guy in total disbelief, but the professor had already turned to him with a smile.


  “Is that so? Let me take a look at the script.”


  If his partner had been anyone else, Sangwoo would have happily confessed that they’d come up with the outline. “I simply transferred their ideas onto paper,” he would have said. But...he just couldn’t do it. He couldn’t compliment Jaeyoung in any way. Instead, he just respectfully handed the notebook to the professor.


  “A merchant from the Qing dynasty?” She burst into laughter. “Oh, I love that. This will be a fun one for sure. But, wait. Some of these lines…” The smile slowly faded from her face. “I’ve never taught any cuss words in my class. Jaeyoung, are you the one who did this?” 


  The professor glared at Jaeyoung, but then realized Sangwoo was the one holding the pencil. She raised a disgusted eyebrow at him.


  “Fix those lines, or you get a zero on the entire assignment.”


  “Yes, Professor,” Sangwoo muttered, unable to say anything else under her piercing gaze. 


  She handed back the notebook and walked away, and Jaeyoung immediately began to snicker. Sangwoo gritted his teeth and ignored him in favor of erasing every single line the asshole had written, leaving behind bits of rubber in his fury. 


  As he brushed them away, Jaeyoung whispered, “Personally, I love holding grudges.”


  Sangwoo pressed the eraser down even harder.


  


  [image: ]


  


  Seething at the fact that Jaeyoung had managed to catch him off guard once again, Sangwoo immediately headed over to the engineering building after the conclusion of Intermediate Chinese. His hopes of regaining his desk of choice were high: He knew for a fact he’d managed to get out of the classroom before Jaeyoung, and the asshole couldn’t have reserved the seat ahead of time since another class had been going on. Alas, upon entering the room where Engineering Math 2 was to be held, Sangwoo’s mood plummeted into the abyss. Jaeyoung’s navy-blue backpack, the one he only used to steal Sangwoo’s seat, had already been placed in the rightmost seat of the fourth row.


  Fortunately, Sangwoo had come prepared. He sat in the chair directly to the left of his favorite seat and put up another desk divider, faithfully following Jihye’s wonderful advice. He might’ve had no other choice than to talk to Jaeyoung during Intermediate Chinese, but all he had to do during Engineering Math 2 was pay attention to the lecture and solve math problems. 


  Of course, Sangwoo had no doubt that his evil nemesis would try to annoy him around his desk divider defense. He’d already thought up several possible scenarios himself. Jaeyoung could “accidentally” knock the divider over, or tap relentlessly on his own desk, or just make weird noises throughout the whole class.


  Sangwoo spent the first six precious minutes of the lecture waiting for Jaeyoung’s first avenue of attack, but it never came. Finally, he crumbled. What the heck was that asshole up to behind the divider?


  Silently taking down the barrier between them, Sangwoo found himself staring at a sleeping Jaeyoung, head plopped onto his desk. It was the perfect chance to examine his nemesis. All day long, the asshole had been setting his nerves on edge, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on why. It wasn’t just the lack of Jaeyoung’s disgustingly red puffer jacket or glasses—it almost felt like a doppelganger had taken his place, just like that time back in the Italian restaurant when Sangwoo hadn’t been able to recognize him at all. 


  Now that he’d gotten a closer look, Sangwoo noted that Jaeyoung had taken out all three of his piercings, and his hair somehow looked much more tame as well. With his eyes closed peacefully, he didn’t look like the deadbeat who’d made harassing Sangwoo his job at all.


  It doesn’t make any sense, Sangwoo thought, hit by a sudden, dizzying wave of discomfort and confusion. Until now, he’d thought of Jaeyoung as a deadbeat, sadist piece of trash, but the man sleeping beside him would be better described as an orderly, mature, stylish human. The asshole occupied too many files in his brain at once, and they clashed with each other like opposing lines of code. 


  But no matter how shiny and handsome Jaeyoung was on the outside, Sangwoo knew the truth—on the inside, he was a disgusting, vile human. The most obvious proof of this was the fact that his Visual Arts ass was sitting in Engineering Math 2 just so he could ruin Sangwoo’s grades. Worse, his plot was proving so effective he was achieving his insidious goal even in his sleep.


  Clenching his fingers around his pencil, Sangwoo forced himself to focus on the lecture again. The professor had already moved onto another chapter while he’d been trying to figure out what Jaeyoung was scheming—now, Sangwoo could officially say he’d completely missed two entire chapters worth of teaching in Engineering Math 2. Sadly, the same could be said for every single class on his schedule other than Pop Culture and Cultural Theory, the class he had on Wednesdays. 


  Sangwoo was reasonably confident that he could catch up on most of the content using textbooks and online lectures once Jaeyoung disappeared from class after the two weeks of the add/drop period were finally over. Still, professors usually pointed out the content that would show up in exams during class. There was no denying that he was missing out on some crucial information.


  With Jaeyoung asleep, there was no better opportunity to actually focus on the lecture than now. And yet, strangely enough, Sangwoo found his attention unerringly drifting back to his nemesis every few minutes.


  Impressive, Sangwoo thought, doing his best not to look at Jaeyoung. He’s found a way to be distracting even when he is not actively harassing me.


  Pathetically, the rational side of his brain was overpowered by his impulses in just under a minute. His head practically creaked as it turned on his neck, the movement having all the grace of an unoiled machine. Then there he was, sleeping right before Sangwoo’s eyes: the most persistent error in the framework of his life. 


  Sangwoo found himself swept up by an emotion that he couldn’t easily define, though he could confidently say he despised it. Thankfully, it dissipated pretty quickly once his mind turned to all the terrible things Jaeyoung had done to him while pretending to be a normal college student. 


  A rush of hostility hit Sangwoo right in the chest, turning the air in his lungs hot. 


  Jaeyoung appeared to be suffering under the delusion that he wasn’t the type to hold a grudge. But the thing was, Sangwoo was more than capable of getting revenge on someone, so long as certain conditions were met. It was just that, generally, he didn’t think making someone’s life miserable was worth the amount of time and energy it required. Also, he wasn’t a complete weirdo. 


  But...what was the saying? An eye for an eye? In that moment, the concept sounded quite appealing.


  Very carefully, Sangwoo extracted a black marker from his pencil pouch. Sliding closer to Jaeyoung, he took off the cap with all the solemnity of a soldier unsheathing his sword. 


  However, the tip of the marker froze midair, right before it touched Jaeyoung’s forehead. It had been years since the last time Sangwoo tried to draw something, and he found himself unable to use the canvas before him like he wanted to. 


  Of course, there was no unwritten rule that a person needed to possess a certain amount of artistic talent in order to doodle on somebody’s face, but an innate sense of inferiority still held him back. Memories flashed through Sangwoo’s mind: his second grade teacher scolding him because he hadn’t been able to come up with anything to draw in his notebook, losing his first place academic ranking in his third year of middle school just due to his arts evaluation...


  After a long moment of hesitation, Sangwoo decided leaving a single dot would be better than nothing. He carefully studied Jaeyoung’s face for a long time, trying to pick the best spot. The asshole’s eyebrows were dark with a natural arch to them, the slight dip between leading down to the straight line of his nose. His long eyelashes cast a shadow over his cheekbones, below which laid a set of slightly parted lips. 


  I just have to do it, Sangwoo silently reprimanded himself, clenching the marker even tighter. It doesn’t matter where. His hand was trembling—not only had he never done something like this before, but he was sacrificing precious class time to do it. 


  Steeling himself, Sangwoo forced himself to slowly move the marker forward. But the moment the tip touched the skin of Jaeyoung’s forehead, the asshole’s eyes snapped open! 


  It was completely unintentional on Sangwoo’s part when the marker slipped, drawing a thick line down Jeayoung’s face.


  His heart fell to the bottom of his feet. He felt like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar. It was really nothing compared to the time when Jaeyoung had doodled on his own face, but it was still something he’d never even dreamed of doing to someone else before. Maybe being a terrible person required practice, just like everything else.


  Jaeyoung simply stared at him, his eyes open wide. Sangwoo stubbornly ignored him, glaring at his textbook as he shoved the marker back into his pencil pouch. His head was blank, his heart pounding in his ears.




  Sangwoo sat frozen in his seat for the rest of the class, his head a jumbled mess. 


  When he finally snapped back to awareness, the lecture had ended, and everybody was filtering out of the classroom. To think he’d let a momentary burst of anger overtake him like that... He’d allowed himself to fall all the way down to Jaeyoung’s level.


  “Sangwoo-yaaa,” a voice called.


  A chill ran down Sangwoo’s spine—was Jaeyoung about to lose it on him? He’d have some choice words for the asshole if he did. Still, deep down, Sangwoo had to admit he was incredibly ashamed of what he’d done to the guy. How could he have doodled on somebody else’s face with a marker?


  “Sangwoo-ya,” Jaeyoung said again. “I’m talking to you.”


  Reluctantly, Sangwoo responded, “Yes?”


  “That was an act of revenge, wasn’t it?” 


  The asshole’s cheerful tone made Sangwoo glance to the side, revealing a laughing Jaeyoung with a thick black line stretching all the way down his nose. 


  “Wow! Seriously, this is awesome,” he continued, not even a trace of anger in his voice. “I feel like I popped open my rice cooker only to find freshly baked bread instead!”


  Jaeyoung reached over and patted the top of Sangwoo’s capped head. He was so thoroughly baffled that he didn’t even snap at the asshole for touching him without permission.


  “Come on, let’s go eat,” Jaeyoung said with a big grin. “Your hyung’ll pay.”


  Even after a long pause, all Sangwoo could manage was a mumbled, “I thought I made it clear you aren’t my hyung...”


  Jaeyoung ignored him, standing up and grabbing him by the wrist. Still disoriented, Sangwoo just allowed himself to be pulled along. 


  Jaeyoung was the picture of a social butterfly as they left the engineering building, stopping to chat with what felt like every single person who walked by. Sangwoo’s artwork didn’t go unnoticed—nearly all of Jaeyoung’s friends laughed at the sight of it. 


  “Oppa, what’s that on your nose?” one girl had asked. “Is it for theater club?”


  “You like it? He did it for me.”


  The next time, it had been an upperclassman who waved at Jaeyoung. “Didn’t expect to see you anywhere near the engineering building,” he’d commented. “Oh. And what happened to your face?”


  “Just dropping by for something. As for my face, he’s the artist.”


  Every single time Jaeyoung had announced that Sangwoo was the face-doodling culprit, he’d pointed at him as if he was citing a research reference. He seemed completely unembarrassed by the whole thing. Sangwoo, on the other hand, was feeling humiliated unlike ever before. By the time they reached the first floor, his mind was in tatters from the endless “introductions.”


  Still, Jaeyoung wasn’t done with him. The asshole just kept dragging him along, until somehow they ended up in front of a campus pizza place.


  “Hope you like pizza,” Jaeyoung said—but only after they’d already taken a seat.  


  At this point, Sangwoo couldn’t even find the energy to point out that the words had come a few minutes too late. Instead, he just said flatly: “I don’t mind it.”


  “You’re being awfully cooperative all of sudden...”


  “Can you erase the thing on your face?”


  “Nope! I’m keeping it.” Jaeyoung gave him a wide smile and scanned the menu, then ordered a pizza and two risottos without even asking his opinion. “I didn’t order any pasta since you hate it so much.”


  Sangwoo internally scoffed at the asshole’s audacity. Him? Considerate? And anyway, he’d only made that comment about the pasta because Jaeyoung worked at an Italian restaurant. Sangwoo didn’t have any preferences when it came to food. He’d never even bothered to categorize the dishes he’d eaten based on taste. After all, the whole purpose of eating was to attain the energy and sustenance needed to keep one alive and functioning. What was the point in being picky about appearance or taste as long as what you were consuming met the proper nutrient requirements?


  In that sense, Sangwoo firmly believed that the goofball sitting across from him with a black line on his nose was wasting his money. They could have eaten at the dining hall for much cheaper.


  “Sangwoo-ya, did you learn anything from that lecture?”


  “I would have if you weren’t there.”


  “That's pretty wild, considering you have trouble even remembering my name.”


  “Personally, I find it more fascinating that the same person who went out of their way to get someone else to answer roll call for them would take a nap in a class they have no reason to be in.”


  At some point during this back and forth, the server had brought their food to the table. Sangwoo turned his focus to mechanically churning through pizza and risotto, not speaking another word. Jaeyoung tried to get a rise out of him by making a comment about his “unappetizing” way of eating, but he ignored it. 


  The moment he felt he’d eaten enough, Sangwoo rose to his feet and left. He felt slightly irked, perhaps because he’d been forced to dine at a place outside of his usual routine. Although, it could have just as easily been the guy sitting across from him, smiling like an idiot despite his food-smeared face. 


  “Sangwoo-yaaa,” called a voice from behind him. Jaeyoung must have paid for the meal in record time—he’d already caught up. “Look at the sky! Isn’t it pretty? Personally, I think it’d do you good to stop and smell the roses.”


  Just scurry away like the pest you are, Sangwoo groaned inwardly, not deigning to lift his gaze from the ground.


  


  The pair hadn’t been walking for long when Jaeyoung took something out of his leather bag. When Sangwoo glanced at it, his gaze was immediately drawn to a familiar logo placed against a black background—it was a Black Holic canned coffee. Immediately, he knew that Jaeyoung was planning on taunting him by sipping away at the drink, keeping it just out of his reach. 


  It was the moment Sangwoo had been waiting for, the moment where Jihye’s second bit of advice would come into play. He’d already asked the owner of the convenience store when the next shipment of Black Holic coffee would arrive, and been informed it was coming the Monday after next. Since he only drank one can a day on weekdays, he only needed seven cans to hold him over—and he’d already purchased them all from his local grocery store. Even better, one of them was stored away in his bag. 


  Alas, he never even got to unzip his bag before Jaeyoung did something that stopped him in his tracks. The asshole reached out a hand and offered him the coffee. 


  “Here. Coffee delivery.”


  Error. Error. File not found. 


  Unsure why Jaeyoung wasn’t chugging the coffee and taunting him, Sangwoo instinctively took the can, then held it up to his eye to confirm that the seal hadn’t been broken. This elicited some murmurs from the asshole about how weird he was, but Sangwoo chose to ignore them in favor of continuing his inspection. Still, even after he’d thoroughly inspected the can and shaken it back and forth, he didn’t find any leaks or evidence of the drink having been tampered with.


  “Jeez… Just drink the damn thing.”


  “You must have done something to it,” Sangwoo said firmly. 


  “What, like poison it? Relax. I’m just trying to get rid of it because I bought sixteen cans worth of the stuff, and it’s nasty as hell.”


  Sangwoo seriously began to doubt his nemesis’s state of mind. Nothing he’d done today made any sense. It was like looking at a totally normal sequence of numbers, only for a √55 to pop up out of nowhere.


  “How about this?” Jaeyoung asked in an impassive voice. “If you take off your hat, I’ll give you the other fifteen.”


  “I’m not sure what me wearing headwear or not has to do with you,” Sangwoo shot back. But inwardly, he couldn’t help but wonder why the asshole was so obsessed with his hat all of a sudden.


  The canned coffee opened with a satisfying, refreshing pop. Sangwoo carefully lifted the opening to his lips and tilted the can, letting the lukewarm liquid inside trickle into his mouth.


  Jaeyoung, who had been watching from the side, suddenly asked, “Do you actually enjoy drinking that stuff?”


  That wasn’t something Sangwoo had ever considered. He simply found the taste of the familiar drink comforting, since it had always been a part of his daily routine. And speaking of that routine...maybe he could actually start rebuilding it right now. 


  Ignoring Jaeyoung’s question, Sangwoo headed toward the humanities building. When he reached his walking path of choice, he found the “Theater Club - Filming in Progress” sign still stuck in the ground. That lie might have worked the past three days, but he knew the truth now. Without hesitation, he gave the sign a swift kick, then placed the pieces in the garbage can. 


  Peace filled Sangwoo’s heart as he began walking down his favorite path for the first time in forever. Not even Jaeyoung’s presence could spoil his mood. He sipped on his canned coffee, his feet leading him down the trail with practiced ease. 


  “Well, this’s pretty brave of you,” Jaeyoung commented. 


  Unwilling to let the asshole spoil his walk, Sangwoo picked up his pace. Unfortunately, Jaeyoung was more than capable of keeping up. 


  “I mean, think of all the things I could do to you on this quiet, isolated forest path...”


  “What are you, a thug?”


  Jaeyoung scoffed. “Damn, did nobody ever teach you manners?” 


  Sangwoo shrugged. “If you’re not a thug, what is there for me to worry about? I was simply confirming whether or not being concerned was worth my time. What, did my question hit too close to home?”


  “Watch it,” Jaeyoung snarled through gritted teeth. “Even your friends over at the police station can’t get here right away.”


  Sangwoo’s lips twitched. While Jaeyoung was much taller than average—a trait his nice coat accentuated quite well—he didn’t look like he’d be all that good at fighting. 


  Deciding to voice his observation, Sangwoo commented, “You don’t look like much of a brawler to me, Sunbae.”


  “Oh, yeah? Sounds like we got an athlete over here.”


  During grade school and middle school, Sangwoo had consistently taken tae kwon do lessons. He’d started prioritizing his studies once he entered high school, however, and now he didn’t do much exercising outside riding his bike to and from school and doing push-ups at home.


  “I used to exercise consistently, but not anymore.”


  “We should shoot some hoops together sometime, just me and you. I guarantee that your hands will never even touch the ball.”


  “I’ll pass. Also, stop acting so chummy with me.”


  As they neared the end of the path, Sangwoo saw the construction area he always passed up ahead. Walking past the nearly complete futsal field and over to the natural science building, he stood right at his usual spot, took aim, and tossed his coffee at the second trash can. When it tumbled inside, a wave of satisfaction hit him. It felt like he was reconstructing a tower of cards that someone had carelessly knocked over.  


  His next stop was the library. Sangwoo took his reserved seat, and Jaeyoung once again sat right next to him. This time, however, the asshole decided to take out a pen and spin it around with his fingers instead of borrowing a bunch of books like he usually did.


  Sangwoo took out his textbook and notebook, then turned around to hang his bag on the back of the chair. But when he returned to his original position, he found that Jaeyoung had snatched up the second of the two items. 


  “Give it back. You’re committing theft.”


  Jaeyoung rolled his eyes and flipped over the notebook to check the price, then took out his wallet and handed Sangwoo the exact amount. 


  Sangwoo blinked at him, rendered speechless. He would still have reported the asshole for his crime if he’d considered the notebook valuable, but he only ever used it as a scratch pad. In the end, he decided it would be much more efficient to get a new one than to waste his time arguing with Jaeyoung.


  But despite his magnanimity, the distractions began almost immediately. Still, Jaeyoung could loudly flip through his stolen notebook all he pleased—Sangwoo had come fully prepared. In fact, he’d been waiting for this very thing to happen. 


  Reaching into his backpack, Sangwoo quickly took out the ear plugs he’d brought—his third avenue of attack against Jaeyoung’s harassment—and placed them in his ears. Immediately, the noises that had been driving him up the wall ceased. 


  At least I was able to make good use of one aspect of Jihye’s advice, Sangwoo thought. The ear plugs were admittedly a bit uncomfortable, but wearing them was infinitely better than having to listen to Jaeyoung’s fidgeting. For the first time in days, he felt like he could actually focus on studying. 


  Unfortunately, he hadn’t even finished reading a single paragraph before he felt a piercing gaze start boring into the side of his face. Glancing over, Sangwoo found that Jaeyoung had turned his chair to face him, pen and stolen notebook in hand. He appeared to be drawing something. The concentrated frown on his face, coupled with his frequent glances between the notebook and Sangwoo, made him look absurdly professional.


  This is ridiculous, Sangwoo thought. Without any further ado, he put up the divider between him and Jaeyoung and turned his attention back to his textbook. But his focus faltered only a minute later—and when he glanced to the side, the divider was gone. Clearly, a certain asshole had taken it down, but he’d missed it because of his ear plugs. 


  Sangwoo put the divider back up, but Jaeyoung removed it again almost immediately. By the time they’d repeated the childish cycle three times, anger was bubbling away in the back of Sangwoo’s throat. If things kept going like this, it was obvious that his study session would be ruined for a third time.


  He put the divider up yet again, holding it firmly in place with one hand this time so that Jaeyoung couldn’t topple it over. This was effective enough that, for the next few minutes, he was allowed to read his textbook in peace. But that didn’t last long—soon, he felt Jaeyoung’s intense stare land on his face once more. 


  Sangwoo turned his head to find Jaeyoung had climbed to his feet. The asshole was still scribbling away in the stupid notebook, using his new position to peek over the barrier at Sangwoo’s face. 


  “What is wrong with this guy?”Sangwoo muttered under his breath. 


  For the first half of the day, he’d actually been tolerable: he’d contributed to their group project, given Sangwoo one of the canned coffees he’d bought out from under his feet, and even let Sangwoo bust the stupid theater club sign he’d arranged to be put up without raising a fuss. 


  But that was just looking at the situation with rose-colored glasses. Jaeyoung had also tampered with their skit’s script and tricked the professor into blaming the result on Sangwoo. And now, the asshole was staring at him so intently that he couldn’t digest a single word of his textbook!


  It appeared that while the Jaeyoung in the green coat was significantly less annoying than his red puffer-jacketed counterpart, he certainly wasn’t a relaxing person to be around either. 


  There was nothing else for it—he’d have to go over his textbooks at home instead. The desk back at his apartment was much smaller than the ones at the library and his lights were dimmer, meaning the studying environment was less than ideal, but it would be worth it just to escape Jaeyoung’s endless distractions. 


  Sangwoo had already yanked his earplugs out of his ears and begun to pack up, when the sound of paper ripping reached his ears. Slipping his textbook into his bag, he turned to find a piece hovering right in front of his eyes.


  “I have a gift for you,” Jaeyoung declared.




  As it turned out, the sketch Jaeyoung had been working on so intently for all that time was a caricature of Sangwoo’s face. 


  It was even more exaggerated than the political cartoons in American newspapers. Sangwoo’s cheekbones jutted out, his eyes slanted up, and prominent dark circles lurked under his lower lash line. On top of that, his lips were downturned, and his neck was so thin it resembled a stick more than anything else. Worst of all, the head of the hideous replica of him had been crowned with a gigantic black hat.


  Sangwoo shredded the drawing into small pieces.


  “That’s a bit harsh,” Jaeyoung muttered.


  Sangwoo ignored him, making sure to brush every last piece of paper into his hand. They were neatly deposited in a trash can on his way out. 


  Of course, the asshole followed him. “Do you have any idea how much people are willing to pay for my illustrations?”


  “I fail to see what the pricing of your art has to do with me.”


  “I’m just saying, that drawing didn’t deserve to get ripped up like that.”


  “I didn’t destroy it because it was of bad quality. I destroyed it because youare the one who drew it.”


  Jaeyoung scoffed. “Why’d you drink the coffee, then?”


  “You didn’t make the coffee.”


  “That...is true. Whatever.”


  By the time they left the library, it was 1:32 p.m., which meant Sangwoo had wasted a truly absurd amount of time trying and failing to study. 


  As he swung himself onto his bike, Jaeyoung yelled, “Sangwoo-ya!”


  “What?”


  “I know it’s a bit early, but…good night!”


  It was a pointless thing to say in the middle of the day, but it would’ve probably pissed Sangwoo off just as much to hear it right before he went to bed. 


  “I hope you have a nightmare,” he responded, then rode away downhill.
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  Sangwoo’s routine saw a slight improvement the following day. 


  Both of his Friday classes were requirements for his major, so Jaeyoung spent the duration of the lectures napping instead of harassing him. He’d felt slightly tempted to look over at the asshole on occasion, but forced himself to focus on his professors instead by reminding himself of the disaster that had befallen him after he’d tried to doodle on Jaeyoung’s face. 


  At the end of his second class, he was pleased to find he’d done fine despite having the guy stuck to him like a bloodsucking leech. 


  As they walked out of the building, Jaeyoung casually said, “I can treat you to another meal, if you want.”


  It was yet another nonsensical offer to provide expensive food for free. Sangwoo would have accepted without a second thought if the proposition had come from anyone else, but the fact that his nemesis had delivered the words made him hesitate. 


  Sangwoo let the possible results play out in his brain. 


  


  1: Accept Invitation 


  Results = [ +Money ][ +Stress ] (Bad)


  2: Decline Invitation (and Jaeyoung follows me to the dining hall) 


  Results = [ -Money ][ +Stress ] (Terrible)


  3: Decline Invitation (and Jaeyoung goes to another restaurant) 


  Results = [ -Money ][ -Stress ] (No Change)


  


  No matter what, if he accepted Jaeyoung’s offer, he’d have to suffer through the painful ordeal of eating with the asshole. If he declined his offer, however, there was a possibility Jaeyoung would follow him and he’d have to suffer the same agony without even getting free food. He had no choice but to take a gamble—it really all depended on how Jaeyoung would react.


  “I’m good.”


  “Going to the dining hall again?”


  “Yes.”


  “Jeez, you must be their biggest fan. They should give you an award.”


  It was Sangwoo’s lucky day: The third option was the one that manifested. Jaeyoung wandered off somewhere else, and Sangwoo entered the dining hall by himself. He followed his usual routine of getting his food, then finding a section of the hall to sit where no one else was around. It proved a peaceful meal indeed, and as an added bonus, he was only one minute off schedule when he finished eating. 


  Feeling only slightly bothered by his lateness, Sangwoo began to make his way outside of the dining hall. His good mood was shattered all too soon, however, when he saw someone waiting for him at the entrance. 


  His nemesis. 


  “Here,” Jaeyoung said, thrusting something at Sangwoo. 


  It was a can of Black Holic. Once again, Sangwoo only opened the coffee after giving it a firm shake and a thorough examination to prove to himself it was safe to drink. 


  As he took a sip, Jaeyoung asked, “You want a good grade on the skit, right?”


  “Obviously.”


  “Come with me, then.”


  Getting a good grade equals going somewhere with that asshole? Sangwoo wondered. It seemed a strange equation. 


  “To where?”


  “To get costumes, of course.”


  “Why would we do that?”


  “Come on... A Qing Dynasty merchant can’t just wear some T-shirt with English written all over it!”


  “But… It’s time for my walk.”


  “You can go on a stroll later,” Jaeyoung snapped, irritation seeping into his voice. 


  When Sangwoo showed no signs of budging, the asshole grabbed his wrist and began to drag him off somewhere.


  “This is assault!” Sangwoo yelled, lifting up his phone with his free hand. “I will call the police. I said, I will call the police!” 


  Alas, it turned out that Jaeyoung was much stronger than he looked. He snatched Sangwoo’s phone away with a frown and slipped it into his own pocket before Sangwoo could follow through with his threat. 


  Sangwoo scowled. “Just taking my phone away won’t stop me. I hope you enjoy having a criminal charge on your record.”


  “Stop being so stubborn! I’m trying to help, okay? You can report me all you want if you still think I assaulted you when we’re done. I won’t try to stop you.”


  Though Sangwoo found it hard to believe the asshole was actually trying to assist him in some way, he figured he might as well try and trust him. Reluctantly, he agreed to Jaeyoung’s terms. 


  Finally releasing Sangwoo’s wrist, Jaeyoung asked, “You okay with being the merchant?”


  “Yes.”


  Why wouldn’t he be? The merchant had significantly more lines in the skit, which meant taking the role significantly raised his likelihood of receiving a high score.


  “Okay. Then I’ll be the customer and the person being scammed.”


  


  Staunchly refusing to reveal their destination, Jaeyoung led Sangwoo across campus. Eventually, they arrived at the student center and went up a flight of stairs, where they then stopped in front of a door with a sign that read “Theater Club.”


  The door swung open to reveal a room that was filled with haphazard piles of props, costumes, and masks. There was a pile of Black Holic coffee cans—definitely purchased by Jaeyoung—sitting on top of a mini fridge and posters of old plays covering the walls. 


  Two guys sat on a couch, playing some kind of soccer game on a gaming console. They both perked up as soon as they saw Jaeyoung. 


  “Oh, good afternoon, Jaeyoung-sunbaenim!”


  “Carry on. Don’t worry about me,” Jaeyoung said, not even glancing at them as he moved a mannequin aside to reveal a door. He beckoned Sangwoo forward, and the two of them walked inside.


  The space they entered into was awfully tight. Two-tiered hangers lined three of the four walls, displaying a wide assortment of costumes. While Jaeyoung rummaged through them using a long garment hook, Sangwoo tried to find something that looked like it could have come from the Qing Dynasty himself. But with all the clothes that were packed onto the hangers, it was a difficult mission.


  “How about this one?” Jaeyoung asked excitedly, extracting a long blue dress from a jumbled mess of costumes. It had a high-neck collar and was long enough to cover the wearer’s ankles. Gold bands wrapped around the waist and sleeves, and a complex pattern was sewn onto the chest area. 


  After another brief search, Jaeyoung found a purple dress of a similar design and held it up to himself. “Which one suits me better?”


  “They look the same.”


  “Dude, the hems are totally different.”


  Sangwoo sighed. “Pick whichever one you like. I don’t understand why you’re so concerned over what to wear for a skit.”


  “Hey, I’m just trying to get a hundred,” Jaeyoung responded. He held up a yellow dress that looked similar to the other two—identical, if you were asking Sangwoo. “Oooh, I like this one. Now we’ve just got to find you a queue wig.”


  Nodding, Sangwoo crouched and tried to locate one in a large box, only to come up with nothing. He dragged another box closer, but Jaeyoung surprised him by hunkering down right next to him. The view he’d had of the asshole’s lower legs was abruptly replaced by his face.


  “Back up, please.”


  “Sure, sure,” Jaeyoung said easily. But he didn’t move an inch. 


  Fidgeting uncomfortably, Sangwoo began to look through the second box. A few minutes had passed when he suddenly realized something had gone missing: his hat. He looked up to see Jaeyoung clutching it in his hands, staring at Sangwoo like something was lagging in his brain. 


  What is he planning now? Sangwoo wondered, but couldn’t come up with a plausible answer. The only thing he could think of was that Jaeyoung had decided he wanted his hat for some reason. After all, he’d been going on and on about the thing since the previous day. 


  “You would be better off buying a new one,” Sangwoo informed him resolutely. “I’ve been wearing it since high school.”


  Jaeyoung just continued to stare at him, not saying a word. 


  Thinking that an if-then statement might perhaps be more effective, Sangwoo tried: “If you stop harassing me, then I will buy you the exact same one.” 


  He didn’t particularly expect the words to trigger Jaeyoung to give him the raggedly old hat back. As the asshole had said once before, the problem likely wasn’t that simple. 


  But Jaeyoung didn’t react how Sangwoo had guessed he would, either. There was no laughter, no joking, no plopping the hat on his own head. Instead, he caught Sangwoo entirely off guard by reaching out to him with his free hand and murmuring, “You’ve got something right...here.”


  Jaeyoung’s long fingers advanced toward him very slowly, very carefully. Sangwoo could have backed away from them if he wanted to, but a strange tension gripped his limbs, holding him in place as they brushed over his bangs and drifted to his forehead. 


  The second Jaeyoung’s fingertips touched his skin, fireworks went off in Sangwoo’s head. It was like a switch had finally been flipped, flooding him with a disturbing sensation he couldn’t name. An instinctive disgust rose within him, and he jerked backward so abruptly that he crumpled the prop box and sent Jaeyoung’s hand flying. 


  “Give me the hat.”


  “But you look so much better like this! Why not try going without it?”


  “Whether I do or do not is none of your concern,” Sangwoo said flatly, extending his hand. 


  Despite the clear request, Jaeyoung made no move to return the hat. Abruptly, rage surged up under Sangwoo’s skin. 


  “Give. It. Back.”


  “Come on, I just wanted to see what you actually looked like!”


  “I said, give itback!”


  Sangwoo didn’t usually raise his voice at upperclassmen, but he couldn’t help himself. He lunged forward and snatched the hat out of Jaeyoung’s hands, his chest colliding with Jaeyoung’s. The asshole fell backward, arms waving, but Sangwoo didn’t wait around to see if he was okay. Instead, he sprang back to his feet and raced out of the costume room. The two students on the couch glanced up with wide eyes when he slammed the door shut behind him. 


  Sangwoo’s heart was pounding, and he could feel blood rushing to his face. That psycho had to stop taking other people’s belongings! he thought angrily, seething as he marched out of the room. Jaeyoung had been completely correct when he’d described himself as unpredictable—helpful one moment and then incredibly irritating the next, he was as unpredictable as the weather.


  As he continued walking, Sangwoo’s footsteps gradually slowed. Embarrassment trickled in, gradually drowning out the anger that had overwhelmed him before. Why had he yelled at Jaeyoung? Sure, the asshole had stolen his hat, but his reaction had been way over the top. It had also been deeply out of character for him. 


  In Sangwoo’s defense, Jaeyoung’s closeness—not to mention the unexpected and unwanted physical contact—had made it impossible for him to think logically. But that was a bit of a problem in and of itself, wasn’t it? It wasn’t like the asshole was a member of the opposite sex. Naked men sat in the same tub in public bathhouses all the time, and nobody batted an eye when men touched all over each other during a wrestling match. Even in football, tackles weren’t much different than aggressive hugs. None of it meant anything because they were allmen.


  Reluctantly, Sangwoo reached the conclusion that his actions had been completely irrational. When Jaeyoung finally caught up to him, he found that he couldn’t even look into the asshole’s eyes out of sheer embarrassment. 


  Jaeyoung handed him the blue costume, the queue wig, and his phone. “I really wasn’t trying to make you mad,” he said. “I only took off your hat to put the wig on you. I didn’t know you’d get upset.”


  “I. Am not. Upset.” 


  It was a lie. Even now, Sangwoo’s heart was pounding with anger, despite it being more than clear that he’d misinterpreted Jaeyoung’s attempt to be helpful. Apparently, that asshole has a talent for stressing me out, even when he’s not doing it intentionally. 


  “Let’s try to get along, Sangwoo-ya. We’ve gotta practice to get a good grade on that skit.”


  Ignoring him with an ease that only came with practice, Sangwoo shoved his costume and wig inside his bag and walked out of the building. When he heard Jaeyoung following him, he spun around.


  “Your new plan is not going to work on me. Stop acting like we’re friends.”


  A smile crept onto Jaeyoung’s previously emotionless face. “Plan? I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just following my heart.”


  “Furthermore, you need to stop following me at once. I’m going home to study, as I’ve learned it’s impossible to do so at the library with you.”


  “You know, telling someone not to do something… That’s the perfect way to get them to do it.”


  “Please follow me, then.”


  “Sure! If you say so.”


  Gritting his teeth, Sangwoo nearly jogged over to the library, then got on his bicycle. He figured leaving Jaeyoung behind in a cloud of dust as he sped down his usual downhill path might lift his mood, but when he glanced behind him, the asshole was still there. In fact, he was riding a bright-pink skateboard.


  “What are you doing?” he called over to him, gaping in shock.


  “I thought you wanted me to follow you?”


  Sangwoo was struck speechless. He stared at Jaeyoung’s skateboard, unable to even begin to fathom how Jaeyoung’s brain functioned. Did the man not value his own time? He simply couldn’t comprehend why the asshole would do something like this when he could be doing something infinitely more productive. 




  Sangwoo shook his head and tried to focus on riding his bike, but his gaze kept being drawn back to Jaeyoung like the asshole was a fucking magnet. 


  He hated to admit it, but Jaeyoung was obviously good at skateboarding. On top of that, he had a way of drawing people’s attention. Nearly every single passerby looked at him with fascination and exclaimed in wonder.


  Jaeyoung seemed not only well aware of their admiration, but to enjoy it—whenever he passed through a particularly crowded area, he’d send his skateboard catapulting up into the air, grinning like he was a celebrity as he gave out high fives to every kid he passed by.


  Watching him, Sangwoo couldn’t help but think his wild, free attitude resembled that of a video game character. He’d always known the two of them were very different from one another, but the sight of Jaeyoung skateboarding, wind blowing through his hair and a smile on his face, really drove the truth home: They were polar opposites.


  Whereas Sangwoo only did what was absolutely necessary, Jaeyoung did whatever he wanted. He moved through life like he wasn’t tied by anything, smiling like a kid seconds away from getting in trouble, while Sangwoo was eternally emotionless, always stuck to the same routine. Even worse, in stark contrast to Sangwoo’s complete lack of friends, Jaeyoung seemed to stumble across one wherever he went. The asshole’s closet was probably bursting with colors, while Sangwoo’s was a drab, relentless black. 


  The two of them might share the same atmosphere, but they lived in two very different worlds. If it hadn’t been for “the incident,” their paths would likely have never even crossed.


  When Sangwoo took a turn and entered an alley, Jaeyoung sped up so they were cruising along side by side. Despite the fact no one else was around, Jaeyoung still jumped high into the air, did a half-spin, and landed safely on the ground. It looked so effortless Sangwoo had to wonder if the skateboard had grown into his feet. 


  “Why are you following me?” Sangwoo called out to Jaeyoung once again. He didn’t get it—the asshole would’ve had a better time skateboarding literally anywhere other than the unevenly paved alleyway they were currently traveling down. 


  “Got nothing else to do,” came the nonchalant response.


  It didn’t exactly answer Sangwoo’s question, but at this point, he understood there was really no need to try and understand his nemesis’s strange brain: Soon enough, the time he’d spent suffering would come to a close.  


  “Just one more week left,” he pronounced.


  “Until what?”


  “The drop-add period ends.”


  Instead of responding, Jaeyoung just laughed.


  


  Not long later, the pair rolled to a stop in front of Sangwoo’s apartment: a four-story building with mold crawling up the external walls. Sangwoo pulled his bike over to a canopied bike rack and secured it to the spot labeled “Unit 402.”


  Jaeyoung stared up at the building, absently pushing his skateboard back and forth with his foot. “So this is where you live,” he commented mildly.


  “The minimum sentence for home invasion is three years’ incarceration.”


  “Yeah, yeah, I was waiting for you to say that.”


  “I will immediately call the police if you steal my bicycle. The same applies to the saddle and any other components.”


  He’d thought Jaeyoung would come up with some sort of sarcastic retort, but the asshole just smiled silently. Stepping on one end of his skateboard, he pressed down hard and sent it flying up into his left hand at the same time that he waved at Sangwoo with his right. 


  “Have a good weekend, Sangwoo-ya.”


  There was no ill intent in the words. Left with no other choice, Sangwoo responded with a curt, “I will.”


  Finally looking away from Jaeyoung, he walked into his apartment building. But as he began to climb the stairs, unease sat in Sangwoo’s stomach like a brick. Wondering why, he sank into careful contemplation. Then... Oh. This is the first time we’ve ever parted ways like normal people, not cussing at one another. 


  A small part of him worried that Jaeyoung would chase him up the stairs or something, but  the staircase remained silent even as Sangwoo reached the fourth floor and entered the code to his door. 


  As he stepped into his apartment, a heavy sigh left his lungs. After that, instinct took over, his body practically moving on its own. First, he placed his bag by the door and put his hat and coat on a hanger. Then he stepped out of his jeans, changed into sweats, and washed his hands with soap. When he looked into the mirror, he was met with the reflection of a mundane-looking guy with hair slightly pressed down from wearing a cap.


  Grabbing a textbook from his bookshelf, Sangwoo placed it on top of his desk. He then took his pencil pouch and notebook from his bag and put them right next to it. 


  The next step was to take a seat at his desk, but his feet carried him over to the window instead. When he lifted the edge of the curtain and peeked out, he found that Jaeyoung was still lurking down below. He’d left his skateboard sitting on the ground, and was now scratching a black cat on its belly. 


  Sangwoo was familiar with the feline—he’d encountered it on several occasions, but had always been angrily hissed at or left behind as it dashed away. For a moment, he stood there and watched as Jaeyoung took several pictures of the cat. Then he closed the curtain.


  The first two days had definitely been the hardest, like the video game that was his life had gotten switched to hardcore mode. Then he’d been allowed a single day of rest, which had then been followed by two days of mild irritation. It was an irregular sequence, operating totally without pattern—just like Jaeyoung’s personality. 


  Sangwoo hated things that didn’t follow a pattern. How was he supposed to predict anything about them?


  He opened his textbook and began to study.
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  Unpredictability was always accompanied by inefficiency. 


  In this case, it was Jaeyoung’s endlessly inconsistent actions that were driving Sangwoo up the wall. It was impossible to anticipate the asshole’s weekend plans, and so whenever anyone walked in through the glass door of the internet café—partially covered by a game poster—Sangwoo couldn’t help but tense up. He’d only relax, letting out a sigh of relief, when he was sure the entering customer wasn’t his nemesis. 


  Today, the café was pretty slow. Unfortunately, Sangwoo ended up spending almost all of his precious free time stealing glances at the door. Although he was simply trying to prepare himself in case Jaeyoung burst into his workplace, funnily enough, it looked oddly like he was waiting for him instead. 


  Even if he had been, Sangwoo had an argument to support his actions. If there was one consistency in Jaeyoung’s routine over the last week, it was that he’d found some way to interact with him every single day. The asshole had even chased him down on Wednesday, the one day their schedules didn’t overlap.


  Still, contrary to Sangwoo’s expectations, Jaeyoung remained nowhere to be seen even once the clock hit 10:00 p.m. He could just be waiting in front of my apartment, he theorized, battling a mixture of confusion and unease. After all, Jaeyoung was one of the most persistent people he’d ever come across, and the guy knew exactly where he lived. It would be no surprise if he showed up unannounced. 


  When Sangwoo walked back to his apartment after clocking out of work, he found a black silhouette waiting for him in front of the building. I knew it! he thought triumphantly, but in the end, the figure turned out to be nothing more than a large trash bag. 


  Clearly, he wouldn’t be seeing Jaeyoung today. The realization left Sangwoo slightly deflated as he unlocked the door to his apartment—he should’ve spent his time at work more efficiently rather than constantly glancing at the door. 
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  Probability of Jaeyoung appearing on weekdays = 100


  Probability of Jaeyoung appearing on weekends = x


  With x as 0 ≤ x  ≤ 50


  


  This was the equation Sangwoo finally reached based on his existing data and what had happened on Saturday. It was basically useless, but he still told himself that Jaeyoung wouldn’t appear on Sunday to lift his own spirits, if nothing else. 


  Unfortunately, this resolute belief was shattered when the small bell above the café door rang and Jaeyoung walked through at precisely 7:33 p.m. Sangwoo forced himself to make eye contact with the asshole—greeting customers was part of his job description. But even as he did, frustration swirled inside him. He’d proven wrong again.


  What’s that asshole going to do now? Sangwoo thought anxiously as Jaeyoung walked past him. He found himself grateful that there was a security camera on the ceiling. If Jaeyoung tried to harass him, he could simply report him to the owner and ensure that he was banned from the premises. He had full faith that the owner would have his back—he’d taken Sangwoo’s side a long time ago when he’d gotten into a fight with a guy who wanted to run a tab.


  


  Order from Customer 22: Spicy stir-fried noodles


  


  Sangwoo glowered at the notification. It had only been a minute since Jaeyoung walked past the counter, which meant he’d placed the order immediately after booting up his PC. 


  After measuring out the right amount of water, boiling it, and cooking the ramen according to the recipe, Sangwoo placed the plastic bowl on a plate and headed over to his nemesis. He was leaned back in his chair, bouncing his leg as he read a manhwa. 


  Sangwoo put the bowl down, then left without stopping to chat. As he walked away, he heard Jaeyoung sigh behind him.


  About three minutes after he’d returned to the reception desk, another notification popped up on his screen. 


  


  Order from Customer 22: Lemonade


  


  What, is he playing fetch with me now? Sangwoo wondered. Honestly, compared to the other things Jaeyoung had subjected him to, he didn’t find the possibility that objectionable. Not only was he getting paid to do it, but Jaeyoung’s seat wasn’t too far from the counter.


  Filling exactly eighty percent of a cup with water, Sangwoo mixed in lemonade powder with a spoon. When he put in four ice cubes, the liquid reached the top of the cup. 


  Placing it on the same plate as before, he brought it over to Jaeyoung—who was now watching a video of people painting graffiti on a wall. The bowl of instant noodles was half empty.


  The asshole let out a heavy sigh, but Sangwoo ignored it and placed the lemonade right next to the bowl of ramen, then turned around and left. 


  Another notification popped up just five minutes after he returned to the reception desk.


  


  Order from Customer 22: Potato chips


  


  Sangwoo glared at the screen, a scowl contorting his lips. Though the system allowed customers to order all the items on the menu, most people were sensible enough to come up to the desk and purchase chips on their own instead of ordering them through their PC.


  It’s fine, Sangwoo reminded himself. At least I’m not running this relay race on my own for free. 


  Grabbing the chips from the cabinet, he headed toward Jaeyoung’s computer once again. This time, the asshole was  watching a basketball game.


  “Haaah…”


  It was possible he was mistaken, but Sangwoo had a sneaking suspicion that his nemesis’s sighs were growing louder. But what business was that of his? He put the chips next to Jaeyoung’s other purchases and returned to the front desk, then crossed his arms and stared at the screen. He knew the asshole wasn’t done just yet.


  Just as he’d thought, it wasn’t long before he got a fourth notification.


  


  Order from Customer 22: Gummy bears


  


  Sangwoo snatched the gummy bears from the shelf and brought it over to Jaeyoung, who released another long sigh as soon as he saw him.


  Scowling, Sangwoo tossed the bag full of candy at his thigh. “Order them all at once next time.”


  “Haaaaaaaaah…”


  “Stop sighing at me if you have something to say. Spit it out.”


  “This is soooooo hard.”


  “I’m not sure what you expect me to do about it,” Sangwoo muttered, turning around.


  Behind his back, he heard Jaeyoung call out,  “I’m not gonna stop ordering shit until you ask me why I’m sighing!”


  Sangwoo scoffed in disbelief. Apparently, Jaeyoung was wasting not only his time but his money, all because he couldn’t bring himself to simply speak his mind.


  “Fine. Why are you sighing?”


  Immediately, Jaeyoung responded: “My laptop is broken.” 


  It seemed to be just a passing comment, but it successfully piqued Sangwoo’s interest.


  “How? What is the issue?”


  “I dunno. It keeps beeping at me whenever I try to turn it on.”


  “The memory card might have come loose from the slot, or it may be an issue with the motherboard. If the first option is the issue, you can simply open the body and put the RAM back in place. If it’s the second, you’ll have to take it in for repairs. The number of beeps will indicate what is going on.”


  “Ugh… I didn’t understand a thing you just said. I suck at this stuff,” Jaeyoung muttered glumly, then sighed yet again. “What should I do? Take it to a hardware store? That’d cost me, like, 500 thousand won, right?”


  Sangwoo spun around, his arms crossed. How stupid was this guy? If the asshole wasn’t careful, he was going to get upsold to high heaven. 


  Jaeyoung stared up at him from his chair, then grumbled, seemingly to himself, “I did bring it with me, but it’s not like I can do anything to fix it. Maybe I’ll look up a repair shop after I game a bit. It’s probably too late, though. What a disaster…”


  Finally, Sangwoo crumbled. “Give it to me.”




  It wasn’t that Sangwoo felt bad for Jaeyoung in any way. No, no. He was just allowing himself to follow his own desires—and he’d gotten a whim to solve the asshole’s problem.


  “Oh! I completely forgot you were a Comp Sci major!” Jaeyoung exclaimed, clapping his hands together and widening his eyes to a comical degree. “How convenient. Who better to fix a machine than a robot?”


  “I’ll just take a look.”


  Jaeyoung nodded and eagerly handed him a green laptop bag. When Sangwoo returned to the reception desk and unzipped it, he uncovered a silver fourteen-inch laptop. It had been released two years ago by a foreign brand, but that served no issue since he’d used their products before and knew them well. 


  The laptop refused to boot up when he attempted to turn it on, but beeped twice, just as Jaeyoung had said. Two beeps instead of four—it was a tell-tale sign that something was wrong with the device’s memory.


  Sangwoo forced the laptop to shut down and began to take it apart with a screwdriver he grabbed from a drawer. When he got it open, he couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow in disbelief. How in the world...? He’d imagined the RAM card had just gotten jostled slightly out of place, but it was nowhere to be seen. Turning to his work PC, he sent a message to Customer 22.


  


  [Admin: You’re missing your RAM, Sunbae.] 08:16 p.m.


  [Guest22: whats a RAM??? :’’( maybe its in my bag??] 08:16 p.m.


  


  Why would it be in his bag? Sangwoo frowned slightly, but figured he had nothing to lose by looking. And lo and behold, after rummaging around the laptop bag’s pockets for a while, he was able to locate the RAM card. He scoffed silently.


  


  [Admin: I found it in the bag. Why did you take it out?] 08:18 p.m.


  [Guest22: must have fallen out bc im a bit rough with my bag :’(( ] 08:19 p.m.


  


  So I’m supposed to believe that not only did the RAM card fall out by itself, but it also somehow slipped through the laptop’s outer casing? Even for someone like Jaeyoung, it was a ridiculous thing to say. 


  Sangwoo plugged the RAM card back in its place, and the laptop finally turned on. Unfortunately, the hardware didn’t seem to be the only issue. It took an abnormally long time for the system to boot up, and the screen that finally appeared after five excruciating minutes struck him speechless.


  Nearly half the desktop was filled with icons for design programs, and the other half consisted of images, videos, documents, and various folders named after different birds. The messy array almost completely covered the female celebrity that was Jaeyoung’s wallpaper, which made recognizing her—an already difficult task for Sangwoo—nearly impossible. 


  


  [Admin: It’s booting too slowly. You have to clean up your desktop and delete the programs you don’t use.] 08:27 p.m.


  [Guest22: is it broken??? D’:] 08:27 p.m.


  [Admin: No. I will download some optimization software for you. I suggest buying an SSD.] 08:27 p.m.


  


  Alas, soon it became clear that the program he had in mind wouldn’t solve anything—it took more than a minute to open a web browser. The most shocking part was that the computer was relatively new. Sangwoo didn’t even want to think about the abuse it must have suffered.


  


  [Admin: You should reformat it.] 08:32 p.m.


  [Guest22: do it fro meee??] 08:32 p.m.


  [Admin: I can’t. I don’t have the OS.] 08:32 p.m.


  [Guest22: maybe its in the bag 2? i feel like i saw something else] 08:32 p.m.


  


  Who in the world carries around the OS for their laptop? Sangwoo thought dubiously. He was understandably shocked when he discovered a USB drive in the back pocket of the laptop bag that turned out to indeed have the OS installed on it.


  


  [Admin: Do you have a habit of taking your OS with you everywhere?] 08:34 p.m.


  [Guest22: idkkkk :(( i guess i got it as a freebie] 08:34 p.m.


  [Admin: Ok. You need to create a backup of your data.] 08:35 p.m.


  [Guest22: whats a backup???] 08:35 p.m.


  [Admin: Get a large-capacity USB or external hard drive. If you don’t have one, use cloud storage.] 08:35 p.m.


  [Guest22: just look in my bag] 08:35 p.m.


  


  Sangwoo scoffed in disbelief when he found a one terabyte external hard drive in the inner pocket. If Jaeyoung didn’t even know what a backup was, how had he ended up with such a large-capacity hard drive in his bag? At this point, it was starting to feel like the thing had been ensorcelled to give whoever had it whatever they needed. 


  


  [Admin: I’m going to reformat it now. Do you care how I partition the drive?] 08:37 p.m.


  [Guest22: divide the C & D drive in half and put OS on D] 08:38 p.m.


  [Guest22: ofc idk what that means but I just heard that’s the best way to do it :((((] 08:38 p.m.


  [Admin: Ok.] 08:39 p.m.


  


  The laptop remained agonizingly slow, but Sangwoo eventually managed to backup the data onto the hard drive and format it. He then went on to download some basic software and optimize things as best he could. Pride filled his heart when he finally closed the device. 


  That feeling was core reason he loved to stay productive—not only did it make time pass quickly, but it put him in a good mood as well.


  “Your eyes are sparkling,” said a nearby voice. 


  When Sangwoo glanced up, he saw Jaeyoung leaning against the reception desk with his chin propped up on his hands, looking down at him. He hadn’t even noticed him approach. 


  “And wait, you’re done already? That was crazy fast!”


  Belatedly, Sangwoo realized he’d wasted two hours fixing and reformatting the laptop. There was nobody to blame for it but himself—he was the one who’d made the choice to repair the deadbeat scum’s device, after all. Though, for some reason, that deadbeat scum had been acting pretty nice recently...


  Sangwoo scowled as he slipped the laptop back into the bag and shoved it at Jaeyoung. “Here. Don’t try to run any graphic design programs. Your laptop doesn’t have the specifications for it.”


  “Thank you, Sangwoo-ya.”


  It was a simple statement, flippant perhaps, but it made something strange stir inside Sangwoo’s heart. The organ tickled, almost as if a feather had run over it. 


  Mentally, he knew a thank you definitely wasn’t suitable compensation for the time he’d spent on the asshole’s laptop. So why, from the very moment he’d heard Jaeyoung say those words, had he felt like all his efforts had been worth it? 


  Unable to summon words, Sangwoo simply nodded mutely without making eye contact.


  


  When the next shift arrived, Sangwoo quickly packed his things and put on his jacket. As for Jaeyoung, he found the asshole standing in front of the door of the internet café with his laptop bag slung over his shoulder.


  Sangwoo took off at a walk, still feeling slightly elated from his successful laptop repair. But after a bit of time had passed and the endorphin rush had faded, he suddenly realized that he’d been mindlessly strolling along with Jaeyoung at his side. The asshole was humming some bizarre song, his hands tucked in his pockets. 


  Feeling as if it would be a good idea to be more cautious, Sangwoo kept a careful eye on Jaeyoung for the next few minutes. But contrary to his expectations, the guy didn’t try to trip, embarrass, or harass him in any way.


  Finally, he burst out, “What’re you doing?”


  “Huh?” Jaeyoung gave him a shocked look, like he’d just realized he wasn’t alone. 


  “Where are you going?”


  “Uh…home, I guess?”


  “Why are you walking in the direction of my apartment, then?”


  “Hey, you’re not the only one that lives over this way.”


  Sangwoo inwardly nodded to himself. It seemed Jaeyoung was simply on his way back home, not stalking him.


  After a brief silence, Jaeyoung said, “So…you’re really good with computers.”


  “Well, everything I needed just happened to be in that laptop bag.”


  “I gotta thank you for your help somehow,” Jaeyoung continued. It was like the asshole hadn’t even heard him. 


  “Don’t worry about it,” Sangwoo told him firmly. “I only fixed it because it would have bothered me otherwise.” 


  It wasn’t like he’d been looking for some kind of reward. And besides, he didn’t want to know what Jaeyoung’s idea of “thanking” him was. 


  “No, no. You’ve gotta be rewarded for your hard work!”


  “It’s fine.”


  There was a long pause. Then, out of nowhere, Jaeyoung asked: “Wanna see a movie?”


  Now, Sangwoo wasn’t an avid moviegoer, but he was fully aware that two individuals going on an outing to a theater together was usually considered a date. So when he responded, his voice was filled with bewilderment. “Why would I go see a movie with you?”


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


  Sangwoo’s heart began to pound. He’d misunderstood far too many things in way too short a period of time. “Whatever, do what you want,” he spat.


  Silently thankful that he was almost at his apartment, he started walking even faster. It was to the point that when they finally arrived at the building, Sangwoo barreled toward the door like he was running from a tiger.


  “Have a good night, Sangwoo-ya,” Jaeyoung called out from behind him. 


  The tone of the asshole’s voice was incredibly kind, which meant it also felt totally out of place and ridiculous. And yet, to Sangwoo, this goodbye was somehow different than the ones he’d received from Jaeyoung in the past. He wanted to ignore the deadbeat piece of trash, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do it.


  “You too, Sunbae,” he muttered under his breath, then raced up the stairs.


  <100>


  There was something wrong with Jaeyoung.


  In the past, the asshole had acted like his life’s mission was to pile as much stress as possible onto Sangwoo’s shoulders, but the intensity of his harassment had abruptly declined. Now, excluding the low-grade irritation Sangwoo felt from having to sit next to the guy during class or be around him in general, he found his stress level was a solid zero. 


  The change had first appeared on the Monday after the laptop incident. They’d been sitting in Intermediate Chinese, practicing some expressions as part of an in-class activity where they’d been instructed to work with a classmate nearby. Shockingly enough, Jaeyoung had actually proved helpful.


  Originally, Sangwoo had attempted to partner up with the girl to his left, but she’d turned him down in favor of working with her friend. That had been disappointing enough, but he’d been even more depressed to find that he’d wasted so much time talking to her that all the other classmates around him had already found someone else to work with. In the end, he’d had no other choice but to turn his gaze to Jaeyoung, who’d been leaning back in his chair with a mocking smile on his face.


  “Gōngchē dào Shǒu’ěr zhàn duō cháng shíjiān?” Sangwoo started out, doing his best to ask how long it would take to get to Seoul Station by bus. 


  Jaeyoung sat there and listened silently, then commented, “Not very good at languages, huh?”


  Ignoring him, Sangwoo moved on to the next sample conversation. As long as he got some practice, it’d be fine. The first sentence was: Do you want to see a movie with me tomorrow?


  “Wǒmen míngtiān yìqǐ qù kàn diànyǐng ba?”


  Jaeyoung stared at him for a moment, then smiled mysteriously. After quickly clearing his throat, he responded, “Hăo ā! Nǎ yí bù?”


  “That’s not the correct response,” Sangwoo said with a frown. According to the textbook, it was supposed to be: I cannot. I am busy tomorrow. 


  Honestly, should he even be surprised? Of course Jaeyoung would try and mess with him—at this point, it felt like being a troll was a part of the asshole’s programming. 


  “Oh, you know what I said? Tell me, then.”


  “You agreed, then asked what movie we should watch. Now say the right response.”


  Jaeyoung snickered. “You’re probably really good at reading, writing, and listening, aren’t you? But your speaking skills… Whew! I can’t believe you made it to Intermediate Chinese.”


  “I’m imitating what’s written in the textbook word for word.”


  “Okay, but language is all about communication. You’ve gotta make an effort to learn how native speakers actually talk to one another.”


  What are you, the professor? Sangwoo thought crankily. Still, as much as he hated to admit it, the memory of receiving that A- in Chinese 101 during the first semester of freshman year haunted him. In a sea of A+’s, he’d been the only lower mark. And—just like Jaeyoung had guessed—it’d been his horrible pronunciation that got him there. 


  Jaeyoung pointed at a sentence and said, “Try reading this.”


  Sangwoo obediently made his best effort. He thought he’d read the sentence quite accurately, but judging by the way Jaeyoung pressed a hand over his lips to hold back laughter, the asshole didn’t agree. 


  “Why are you laughing?” Sangwoo demanded. “I said it correctly.”


  Seeing the unamused look on Sangwoo’s face, Jaeyoung forced his face back into neutral lines. “I wasn’t laughing at you. I just thought you sounded kinda cu—” He cut himself off, shaking his head. “Anyway, you can keep pronouncing the first syllable that way, but you need to hold it a bit longer.”


  He gave a demonstration, and Sangwoo repeated it after him.


  “Good. For the second syllable, hmm… Imagine a plane traveling up at a diagonal. Like this.” Jaeyoung raised his arm at an angle and mimicked a jet taking off as he verbalized the correct sound. When Sangwoo repeated it after him, he erupted: “That’s it! You’re following along great.”


  In his excitement, Jaeyoung reached over to pat the back of Sangwoo’s head a few times, as if praising him. It took Sangwoo entirely off guard—his whole scalp turned sensitive and tingly. 


  For a moment, he forgot how to breathe.




  In his science classes, Sangwoo had learned that the human body had evolved to protect itself from the many dangers posed by nature. With that in mind, his reaction to Jaeyoung’s touch was only natural—his body must have interpreted it as a threat and instinctively tensed up. 


  Not that the asshole in question had noticed. He wasn’t even looking at Sangwoo anymore, his attention fixated on his own hands as he moved them around to aid his demonstration. It was like the asshole had become a professor himself.


  “For the third syllable, your pitch has gotta come down, then go back up. Imagine the sound flowing in a scooping motion, almost. Try it.”


  “Ěr.”


  “No, no, you’re messing it up again. Let’s go back to the second syllable.”


  “Ní.”


  “Come on, dude, you were doing so well! Are you malfunctioning now or what? If you can’t get this, you’re definitely not getting a hundred on the skit.”


  Sangwoo took out the desk divider from his backpack, but not to use it for its original purpose—he needed something to fan his face with. As he cooled himself off, Jaeyoung briefly turned around and rummaged through his bag, then handed a piece of paper full of simplified Chinese characters to Sangwoo.


  Examining the text closer, Sangwoo quickly realized exactly what it was: a script involving a Qing Dynasty merchant, a customer, and a person being scammed. His eyes widened. Not only was everything neatly organized, but Jaeyoung had included pinyin for every line as well. 


  Narrowing his eyes, Sangwoo went over the script even more carefully. All the sentences had been adjusted according to context, and any rough transitions had been smoothed out with what appeared to be original lines. It was a stark contrast to their initial draft, which had been filled with example sentences. 


  Even if I put everything I had into the script, I couldn’t have made it this good, Sangwoo realized, turning to look at Jaeyoung. And it would have taken hours and hours of searching around on the internet to get anywhere close.  


  The asshole smiled at him playfully. “What, no compliments?”


  “Did you get rid of all the profanities?”


  “Of course, I did.”


  Of course, Sangwoo didn’t trust him in the slightest. Fortunately, the professor happened to be walking by, and he requested that she look over the revised version. She gave both of them a doubtful glance as she took the script and read it. Then, gradually, a smile crept over her face, growing wider until she burst out into a full-blown laugh.


  “What do you think?” Jaeyoung asked, spinning a pen between his fingers.


  “You managed to get rid of all the vulgar language. Good job,” she said. “I have a feeling this will be a fantastic skit. Maybe I should record it…”


  “Sangwoo was the mastermind behind it.”


  “You keep saying that, but I find it hard to believe he’d know language that foul.”


  “Foul?! That’s a bit harsh, Professor!”


  She chuckled and lightly placed her hand on Sangwoo’s shoulder. “Well, I’ll be looking forward to seeing the finished product next week.”


  Sangwoo frowned. Something was wrong. He didn’t want to admit it—he really, really didn’t— but he would be an idiot if he kept ignoring it.


  Jaeyoung was being…nice. 
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  The second the lecture for Algorithms was over, Jaeyoung shot out of his seat and stretched.


  “Time to eat!” he announced after a yawn. There was a ridiculously gleeful note to his tone, as if he’d actually paid attention during class instead of sleeping through the whole thing. 


  Sangwoo had become accustomed to his new routine by now. He and Jaeyoung would walk down the hallway of the engineering building together, descend the staircase side by side, then go to the dining hall and have lunch together. However, contrary to his expectations, it seemed the third step wasn’t to be that day. 


  “Sadly, I promised someone else I’d hang out them today, Sangwoo-ya,” Jaeyoung pronounced, having stopped right outside the doors of the engineering building. “Sorry.”


  The turn of events was unexpected, but Sangwoo found it more weird than anything else. Why was that asshole acting like they’d had plans to eat lunch together? It wasn’t like they had any sort of preexisting arrangement. 


  Deciding there was an urgent need to dispel the misunderstanding, Sangwoo looked straight at Jaeyoung and said flatly, “I’m heartbroken.” He then diligently wiped away a fake tear. 


  Unfortunately, his sarcasm didn’t have the intended effect. Jaeyoung just smirked at him, gave him a can of Black Holic, and studied him like a concerned parent sending off their kid to a summer camp.


  “Make sure you eat a proper meal and drink enough water! Also, don’t forget that you’re supposed to fully chew everything before you swallow. And no following people in white vans, okay?”


  Was this psycho trying to console him or something? Sangwoo’s eyes narrowed. “There is something I’ve been meaning to ask: Are you out of your mind?”


  Jaeyoung smiled at him and gave him a pat on the head. 


  The gears in Sangwoo’s head screeched to a halt. By the time he had enough presence of mind to decide the asshole needed a full dressing down this time, his adversary had already scurried off.


  “Are you malfunctioning now or what?” Jaeyoung had asked during Intermediate Chinese.


  Malfunctioning, Sangwoo mouthed to himself. During that class, Jaeyoung had criticized his pronunciation and basically cursed him, saying he wouldn’t get a hundred on the skit. However, that particular word was the thing that’d stuck with him the most. Malfunctioning. 


  Since when had Jaeyoung started invading his personal space? Sangwoo wasn’t sure, but one thing he did know was that the asshole was getting way, way too close. The casual intimacy—something Sangwoo had never had reason to become accustomed to—always made him freeze up like a system with a critical error. 


  I’ll yell at him the next time he tries it, he decided, his breath coming out in short, heated huffs. 


  He was angry, obviously. What other emotion could he possibly be feeling?


  With a pounding heart, Sangwoo stormed across campus. 


  Unfortunately, he hadn’t made it very far when he caught sight of Jaeyoung again. The asshole was standing in front of a bench along with two other people—a guy and a girl. Judging by the way the guy was sitting on the ground, shaking with laughter, and the chuckling slap the girl gave Jaeyoung’s back, the psycho must have just told some sort of joke. As Sangwoo watched, he put the guy in a headlock and they both collapsed to the ground, laughing even harder. 


  Sangwoo forced himself to look away. I am in a good mood, he told himself forcefully. After all, what reason did he have to be in a bad one? Now that Jaeyoung had gone to hang out with his friends, he could finally enjoy his lunch at the appropriate time without getting indigestion or being disrupted. He was in a good mood. Of course he was.


  


  In the end, lunch proved both peaceful and completely uneventful. Standing up from his table—occupied by only one other student—Sangwoo put away his tray and looked over at the clock. The hands read 12:28 p.m. He was right on schedule.


  Opening up the can of Black Holic Jaeyoung had “gifted” him, Sangwoo walked out of the dining hall. He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d been able to finish lunch on time. Once again, the world around him felt entirely familiar—from the angle of the sun in the sky, the taste of the coffee in his hand, down to even the general atmosphere. 


  By the time Sangwoo finished walking the loop of his usual walking path, he felt delightfully refreshed. He tossed the empty can of Black Holic in the second trash can in front of the natural science building, then headed to his next destination.


  I am in a good mood, he reminded himself. Really, I am.


  As it turned out, the library was fairly empty that day, which meant he would likely be able to study entirely uninterrupted. Sangwoo requested the books he needed before flipping through some new titles, then checked out a new programming text and took his reserved seat.


  Am I really going to be able to read all of these? he wondered, feeling a bit regretful. For some reason, he’d been struggling just to keep up with his classes this semester. Still, his doubts didn’t stop him from placing the thick books in his backpack. He pulled out the electrical engineering textbook that he was planning on studying next while he was at it. 


  The table that he was sitting at was completely empty, but Sangwoo found himself staring at the empty chair next to him for a moment before he turned his attention to his studies. Condensers, capacitors, inductors, direct currents, alternating currents… His gaze wandered over the words on the page aimlessly. While his mind automatically deciphered the symbols, for some reason, he couldn’t seem to actually comprehend the text. 


  Who cares about stupid currents? he thought to himself, then flinched like he was a priest who had just defamed God. Never in his life had he ever gotten annoyed at an academic text before.


  Straightening his back, Sangwoo did his best to reorient himself. But no matter how many times he re-read the paragraphs before his eyes, the core concepts continued to elude him. 


  It was because Jaeyoung had made him fall so far behind that he was having such a difficult time, he decided. It had to be. 
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  Unfortunately, despite how crappy Sangwoo felt, time waited for no man. The next day rolled in without an ounce of mercy. 


  At first, things seemed like they were going to play out just as they always did. But then minor differences began to crop up. 


  For one, though Jaeyoung’s leather crossbody bag was sitting on the desk next to his as usual, the chair itself remained empty even twenty minutes after class started. Sangwoo could have moved it aside and reclaimed his rightful seat, of course, but the absence of his saboteur was making him feel slightly uneasy.


  Finally, at exactly twenty-two minutes into the hour, Jaeyoung stumbled through the back door of the classroom. The professor teaching Embedded Systems gave the asshole a death glare as he slumped on top of his desk, seemingly unbothered by his extreme tardiness. 


  From the smell wafting off his nemesis, Sangwoo was pretty sure he’d gotten wasted the night before. Was it with those people I saw him hanging out with at the bench yesterday? he wondered for some unknown reason. 


  But that wasn’t the question he ended up asking Jaeyoung. Instead, he whispered, “Why were you late?” 


  Admittedly, it was kind of a stupid thing to say. The answer was obvious. 


  Jaeyoung glanced up at Sangwoo, not moving from his slouched-over position. “Why do you think?” he asked in a rather pointed tone. 


  “Because you were out late drinking?”


  “Bingo,” the asshole drawled.


  That was when the question that had been bubbling away in the back of Sangwoo’s throat finally slipped from between his lips. “Who were you with?” 


  Though Jaeyoung looked too hungover to even lift his head, his eyes began to sparkle with mirth. “Hmm? Why do you care?”


  “I’m curious to know who was stupid enough to drink with you.”


  The smile on Jaeyoung’s face widened. “Aw… You can just say you wanna get hammered with me, you know.”


  “I would never.”


  Sangwoo tried to turn his attention back to the lecture, but everything the professor said just went right over his head. He wanted to blame it on the distracting asshole next to him, but he could be honest with himself enough to admit he’d lost his focus on the lecture long before Jaeyoung’s arrival. 


  The more likely culprit was the strange emotion that had been haunting him lately. He couldn’t quite define it, but it was always accompanied by a sense of vertigo, like his whole world had been turned on its head. 


  Even as his mind whirled, Sangwoo couldn’t keep himself from glancing over at the back of Jaeyoung’s head. It was clear that his distraction wasn’t going away anytime soon. He was going to miss out on learning most of the content for the day again.


  


  Even after class ended, Jaeyoung didn’t stir. He just remained where he was, draped over his desk like washed-up seaweed. 


  Sangwoo knew that he could just abandon him and go to his next class, but he called out to the asshole anyway. “Sunbae.” 


  There was no response.


  After a short pause, he said again, “Sunbae.”


  Without lifting his head, Jaeyoung reached out and snatched hold of Sangwoo’s arm with one hand. The move immediately made Sangwoo feel severely uncomfortable, but his unease went entirely unnoticed by Jaeyoung. The asshole continued to cling to him, even going so far as to grab onto him with his other hand as well.


  “Think I’m gonna…hurl,” Jaeyoung muttered, barely managing to get to his feet. He placed a can of Black Holic on the desk and slowly staggered out of the room. 


  Sangwoo picked up the coffee and headed to his next class, where he was greeted with the familiar sight of a backpack sitting on top of his favorite desk. For the very first time, he removed it and hung it over the back of the chair, reclaiming his rightful spot. It might be rude to move an object someone had put down to save a seat, but that point was moot when you knew said person wasn’t going to be coming to class. 


  Surprisingly, despite this victory, Sangwoo found he didn’t feel particularly satisfied. Worse, he found he couldn’t focus on the contents of the Algorithms lecture either, even though the topics the class was covering that day were relatively easy.


  I wonder if he’s throwing up in a bathroom somewhere.


  Of course, it was entirely Jaeyoung’s fault he was in his current state. He was the one who’d decided to drink so much on a school night. But still...Sangwoo had to admit that he felt slightly bad for the asshole, given how much he seemed to be suffering. 


  Suddenly, a situation from the past popped into his mind. The logical structure was nearly identical: Jaeyoung had done a stupid thing, and had thereafter suffered the consequences. But back then, when the asshole hadn’t been able to graduate, Sangwoo hadn’t felt an ounce of pity for him. He’d been entirely certain Jaeyoung deserved everything he got. 


  A wave of confusion swept over Sangwoo, swallowing him whole. The feeling that cracks were beginning to appear in his logic—both terrible and vivid—seized him in its grip and refused to let go. 


  Even when class ended and he walked over to the dining hall to eat lunch all by himself, he found himself haunted by the sensation. 




  By the time Sangwoo entered the dining hall, his mind had gone entirely blank. He only sat down because there was an empty seat and only ate the soup on his tray because there was a spoon in his hand.


  When he saw his bowl was empty, he stood up. His movements were completely mechanical as he scraped the leftover bits of his food into the compost bin and placed the now empty tray on the conveyor belt. Then, after situating his spoon and pair of chopsticks in their respective containers, he blindly headed over to the water fountain and drank a glass of water. There had been no deviations to his normal routine, so he wrapped up just as the clock hit 12:28 p.m. 


  He passed through the next few minutes like a machine on autopilot. It was only once he’d entered the convenience store and stopped in front of the fridge that he came back to himself and realized there were still no cans of Black Holic inside. 


  “Hi there,” the store owner said, noticing him standing there. He walked over and gave Sangwoo an apologetic pat on the shoulder. “Haven’t seen you in a while. Don’t worry, I made sure to order a new shipment of your coffee. It should be arriving on Monday.”


  “Okay,” Sangwoo responded, pushing the man’s hand away.


  “I know you must be craving it,” the store owner continued. “I feel bad you have to go without your favorite drink. I mean, you used to have a can every single day...”


  The words drifted right through one of Sangwoo’s ears and out the other. His eyes were on the fridge—not the fifth shelf, which was empty, but the one above it. On it sat a bottle with a label that read:


  


  Dawn777 – The #1 Hangover Cure


  We’ve got your back, party animals!


  


  He reached out without even thinking about it, then curled his hand into a fist and forced it back to his side. But almost immediately, the same disobedient hand traveled up again and he was forced to return it to its original position. It was like the appendage had gained a mind of its own—it refused to follow any of Sangwoo’s brain’s commands. 


  A brief battle played out, ultimately ending in his mind’s defeat. Having fully usurped control, the triumphant hand reached out and opened the fridge. 


  The store owner watched as his fingers wrapped around the Dawn777. “Oh, did you go out drinking last night?” he asked. “You know what—why don’t you just take it? Hopefully it’ll make you feel better about not having your coffee.”


  This left Sangwoo in a bit of a predicament. He’d acquired a free can of hangover cure, but he didn’t have any idea what to do with it. He was about to propose a trade—perhaps the store owner would be willing to just give him the drink’s value in cash instead?—but the store owner had already made his way back behind the checkout counter. 


  Upon exiting the convenience store, Sangwoo went on his usual walk, sipping on the coffee he’d gotten from Jaeyoung earlier that morning as he strolled along. When he reached the natural sciences building, he tossed his empty can of coffee in the second trash bin, then let his feet take him to the library. There, he requested some new titles and checked some books out before heading to his reserved seat.


  When he opened his backpack to grab his study materials, he saw the bottle of Dawn777 resting between two textbooks. First, he extracted the book he needed and placed it on the desk at a perfect angle. Then he turned back to the bag, examining the can carefully.


  


  We’ve got your back, party animals!


  


  Party animal… The moniker immediately reminded him of Jaeyoung, staggering around the classroom like a drunkard. No one else who came to his mind seemed to fit the title. 


  Trying to erase Jaeyoung from his thoughts, Sangwoo attempted to visualize a party. When that failed, he turned to picturing various animals. But no matter how hard he tried, the asshole wouldn’t get out of his head. 


  For what felt like forever, Sangwoo just sat in his chair, staring straight ahead. Then he sprung up, grabbed the Dawn777, and nearly raced down the library stairs. He strode across the building’s lobby with hurried steps. 


  Problem-solving was something Sangwoo enjoyed. Of course, this particular problem had nothing to do with him, but he could still solve it—at least, if the words printed on the can in his hand were true. The drink did promise to cure hangovers, after all. 


  There were holes in this logic, of course. It was possible that Jaeyoung had already ingested a hangover cure. Or the Dawn777 may not work as well as it advertised. Not to mention that Jaeyoung might have already gone back home. 


  Doubt formed in Sangwoo’s mind one after another, but he continued walking. Since he didn’t know where Jaeyoung was, he’d just leave the drink in the theater clubroom. That was the most he could do for the asshole—and anyway, he wasn’t obligated to do anything else.


  Sangwoo was nearing the student center when he saw someone in the distance. His feet slowed to a stop. The figure was so far away that he couldn’t even make out the man’s facial features, but he could already imagine how laughter made the asshole’s nose crinkle. Even the way the man’s hands moved through the air and the slight bend in his legs was familiar. His green coat was sprawled on the ground.


  There, before Sangwoo’s eyes, was Jaeyoung, splayed out to the point he was taking up an entire bench. A girl with blonde bobbed hair standing in front of him, arms crossed. 


  The asshole still looked pretty hungover, but he looked much better than he had during class. He rubbed his own stomach with an exaggerated expression of pain, and the girl burst out laughing. When Jaeyoung made some comment that Sangwoo couldn’t hear, she playfully punched his arm. He laughed, she laughed, they both laughed… 


  It was too much for Sangwoo. Mind going blank for the second time that day, he spun around and began to walk back the way he’d come, his feet on autopilot. When he finally snapped back to his senses, he was in front of the futsal field. There was a construction worker there, the same one who’d made a weird comment a while back.


  Sangwoo approached the man without hesitation.  


  The worker blinked at him in surprise. “Whoa, hey there! You’re never here around this time!”


  “I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” Sangwoo said, then thrust the drink at him. “This is for you.”


  “Huh? A hangover cure…? I’ve actually gone sober—”


  “Just take it.”


  Having successfully discarded the Dawn777, Sangwoo went straight back to the library. He’d never wasted so much time in his life—not even during the past few days when doing it’d started to become a sort of pattern. Just how many seconds, minutes, and hours had he sent swirling down the drain? Overcome with self-recrimination, his heart pounded away in his chest. 


  It was when he was rummaging around in his backpack for his pencil pouch that it happened—Sangwoo saw his phone screen light up. The device didn’t make a sound, as it was on mute, but he’d undeniably received a text. And Sangwoo almost never received texts.


  


  [Freeloader 3: gtg early today sangwoo-ya] 01:27 p.m.


  [Freeloader 3: sorry!!! dont cry] 01:27 p.m.


  


  He glared at the screen, reading the short texts over and over again. Finally, he tapped on the reply button, but couldn’t decide what to say.


  


  1: What a relief.


  2: I’m happy to hear that.


  3: Could you do that all the time from now on?


  


  None of the drafts felt right, so he erased every single one. In the end, he simply typed Ok and threw his phone back in the bag.


  Jaeyoung seemed to be suffering under a terrible delusion. It was either that, or the asshole was just messing with him as usual. Don’t cry? Why in the world would Sangwoo cry about the biggest disruption in his life disappearing from his sight?
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  “Morning, Sangchoo-oppa,” Jihye said, plopping herself down in the chair next to Sangwoo fifteen minutes before their Pop Culture and Cultural Theory class. 


  He just gave her a nod and turned his gaze back to the thick textbook.


  But Jihye was relentless. “Wow, look at you studying hard! I don’t think we have a single exam over the next few weeks.”


  “I’m reading ahead.”


  “I wish I could too, but everything’s so confusing.”


  Though Jihye continued a steady stream of dialogue next to him, Sangwoo found his level of distraction was at a record low compared to when Jaeyoung was present—even when the asshole was asleep. Actually, now that he thought about it, the psycho had been disrupting his focus even when he wasn’t even there. 


  “You know, Oppa, you look super upset right now,” Jihye mused.


  Sangwoo completely ignored her.


  “Here, I have something that’ll make you feel better.”


  Jihye shoved her phone in his face—the screen displayed several pictures of a small white dog, all taken from different angles. Sangwoo stared at them blankly.


  “Not a fan? How about this one, then?” She swiped to one side of the screen, revealing a picture of an orange cat. 


  Sangwoo waited patiently, hoping she would move the phone away soon. But to his dismay, Jihye just kept swiping through different pictures of fluffy animals. Then, out of nowhere, one photo caught his attention—something was different about it. 


  “Wait,” he said. “What was that one?”


  “Huh?” Jihye went back to the picture that he had pointed out—it was an image of a keyboard. “Oh… I took a screenshot of this while shopping online. I guess I put it in the wrong folder.”


  Sangwoo reached out and zoomed in on the keyboard, examining it carefully. It was a black and red TKL model, likely a special edition judging by the LED lights embedded behind each key. 


  “This is a Philcom AX8990, Honeybee edition.”


  “What?”


  “It will cost you more than other keyboards, but it should be durable since it has Berry MX switches. The tactile feedback should be pleasant, and it supports simultaneous input too. Overall, it’s a good product. You might want to reconsider because of the LED lights, though. Personally, I find them distracting. What kind of switches are you looking for?”


  “Um… Well, I would be working on documents for the most part.”


  “I would recommend Reds, then. They’re much less noisy than some of the other switches. If you want something with a decent amount of tactile sensation that’s still quiet, try Browns. Blues are the switches preferred by gamers.”


  “Right? That’s what I heard!” Jihye exclaimed, nodding enthusiastically. “Should I get the Red switches, then?” 


  After a moment of contemplation, Sangwoo responded, “Just so you know, the market price for this is 198,000 won[1], but it was released a long time ago. It shouldn’t be too hard to find used ones. You could probably find one in good condition for 100,000 won.”


  “Ohhh, okay! Where do you buy used keyboards?”


  The rest of the time left until class started was spent on explaining to Jihye how to buy used keyboards online and giving her helpful tips. Sangwoo would have ended the conversation earlier, but he couldn’t find the right time to do so. Jihye was listening too intently—she was  even taking notes.


  “You’re a total encyclopedia, Oppa!”


  “I wouldn’t say that,” he replied, thinking it was a strange comment for her to make. 


  Just then, the professor walked into the room, and Sangwoo whipped his gaze back to his textbook. 


  About a minute after class started, Jihye silently placed a torn-out page of her notebook on top of the text he’d been reading. What am I, her personal trash can? he thought with deep annoyance—but then he saw something was written on the piece of paper. 


  


  Thanks for the info, Sangchoo-oppa!! :) Let me know if you have any questions that I can answer in the future. I’d love to help ;)


  


  He wrote Ok on the edge of the paper, then gave it back. But even as he did, he wondered what he would ever need to ask Jihye. If he ever had questions about something, he typically turned to books or the internet for answers over other people. Plus, Jihye was just a college student—she might understand topics that fell under the humanities umbrella better than him due to her major, but how could her knowledge compare to the collective intelligence found on the internet or in an academic text? 


  Although...there was onearea where she had decidedly more expertise than him, wasn’t there? 


  Sangwoo mentally put a pin in the question that had surfaced in his head, then turned his attention back to the lecture. He’d ask her about it during the break.
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  “I have something I want to discuss with you,” Sangwoo began as soon as the class’s short recess started. “It’s about...him.”


  Immediately, Jihye turned toward him. Straightening up to her full height, she gave him a serious nod. “Him who?”


  “J-Jang…Jaeyoung-sunbae.”


  “Oh, got it! Go on.”


  “It looks like he has a…girlfriend.”


  Sangwoo paused. He’d only just started speaking, but he found himself unsure of how to go on. Jihye had offered to answer questions for him—but though the thing he was curious about had felt like a question in his head, once he’d tried to put it to words, it’d become more of a tentative statement instead. 


  Fortunately, Jihye didn’t seem to mind. “Hmm... He doesn’t, as far as I’m aware,” she responded with a smile. “It’s been a while since he broke up with his last girlfriend. Maybe a year? She was a law student, but she’s graduated now. Honestly, I had a bit of a girl crush on her. She was so smart she was basically a prodigy, suuuper pretty, and her family was absolutely rolling in it.”


  It was exactly the answer Sangwoo had been looking for. And conveniently, he’d gotten a bunch of extra information on top of it without having to even input another inquiry. 


  “How do you know all of that stuff?” he asked.


  “Mostly from social media, but I’ve heard rumors.”


  “What kind of rumors?”


  Jihye started chattering once again. A bunch of the information she offered up was useless: An entertainment agency had apparently tried to recruit Jaeyoung as an actor when he was twenty years old, he’d briefly worked as a model, his girlfriend from freshman year was now a famous singer…


  Realizing that Sangwoo was starting to zone out, Jihye stopped, clearing her throat awkwardly. “I’m not, like, interested in him or anything. One of my friends is totally head over heels for the guy, so she keeps telling me a bunch of random stuff.”


  


  


  


  

    [1] 198,000 Korean Won is equivalent to 140 US Dollars.


  




  “Really? Why is she so obsessed with him?”


  “’Cause he’s hot, obviously.”


  This was true.


  “He’s also really fit.”


  That would make sense, given his talent with a skateboard...


  “And he’s so nice!”


  That, Sangwoo couldn’t agree with.


  Seeming to read something on his face, Jihye paused. “Isn’t he...? I mean, I guess you’d know that better than I do. You guys are friends.”


  “We are not friends.”


  The only descriptors that came to Sangwoo’s mind when he tried to describe Jaeyoung were “psycho” and “deadbeat, sadist piece of trash,” accompanied by a single new addition: “randomly, discomfitingly kind human.” Given how little Jihye knew that asshole, none of them would make any sense to her without extensive explanation.


  “Hey, remember when you got all mad at me for talking about Jaeyoung? Now you’re the one talking about him!”


  The comment hit uncomfortably close to home, so Sangwoo pretended he hadn’t heard. Thankfully, he was saved from any further conversation by the professor walking back into the room.
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  A short time later, the lecture concluded. As Sangwoo packed up his things, preparing to head to lunch, Jihye piped up again.


  “How’d things go with the, you know, desk divider and ear plugs?”


  “They didn’t work.” The divider had turned into a fan, the seven cans of Black Holic were sitting in his apartment, unopened, and he had only used the ear plugs once.


  “Oh… Sorry,” she replied sheepishly.


  Truthfully, in Sangwoo’s mind, she didn’t have anything to apologize for. Jaeyoung, as always, was the one to blame. But wait. Hadn’t he promised Jihye he would treat her to a meal in return for her assistance? 


  While it was true her advice hadn’t been particularly helpful, Sangwoo wasn’t one to break a promise. He took a meal ticket for the dining hall out of his wallet and put it in front of her. 


  For a moment, Jihye stared blanky ahead. “What’s this for?”


  “I told you I’d treat you to a meal.”


  “Oh, come on! You’re supposed to actually take me out somewhere!”


  “Just use the ticket.”


  He put on his backpack and got up, but Jihye reached out and put the meal ticket right back in his pocket.


  “No, no. This isn’t what you promised, Oppa. Just take me out somewhere whenever you get the chance.”


  Thinking back to the pasta place she’d taken him to, Sangwoo recalled the sky-high prices of everything on the menu. Maybe Jihye just wanted something more expensive than dining hall food?


  “Okay. I’ll buy you pizza later,” he said.


  “Really? You mean it? Pizza bagels don’t count!”


  I didn’t realize she was such an untrusting person, Sangwoo mused. I just thought she was nice…


  Exiting the building, they began to walk over to the dining hall together. But then out of nowhere, Sangwoo heard a voice call out from behind him.


  “Sangwoo-ya!”


  There was only one person on campus who would call him that. Sangwoo whipped his head around, and there the asshole was—wearing the exact coat he’d been picturing in his mind. 


  “I’ve...been looking...for you,” Jaeyoung gasped, seemingly struggling to catch his breath.


  “Why?”


  “Because we’re...supposed to eat lunch together, obviously.”


  “We are?”


  This was news to Sangwoo. Had Jaeyoung mistaken him for someone else? Or maybe he’d misunderstood something somehow?


  Whatever the case, it wasn’t his problem. Sangwoo turned back around and started walking away without any further ado, but Jaeyoung wasn’t done. He just swapped targets to Jihye instead.


  “Hey. You’re a French major, right?”


  Jihye blinked in surprise. “Whoa… It’s good to see you again, Oppa!”


  “Yeah. I forget, have we exchanged names?”


  “I don’t think so. I’m Jihye—Ryu Jihye! And I actually already know yours.” She chuckled shyly. “You’re kind of a celebrity around here.” 


  Sangwoo did his best to put some distance between the chatting pair and himself, but they continued to steadily gain ground. Whether he liked it or not, he was stuck hearing every word they said to one another. 


  “It seems like you hang out with Sangwoo a lot, Jihye-hoobaenim. You were with him when you came to the restaurant I work at too.”


  “Actually, that was the first day we met! You see, Sangwoo-oppa was nice enough to help me carry some boxes. I happened to put a ton of books in this one box—I didn’t mean to, of course, and I should have just redistributed all the stuff evenly into other boxes, but anyway… I wanted to carry the books up to the third floor of the library, even though I wasn’t gonna look at them all at once…”


  It was like Jihye’s voice was playing on some neverending recording. She never even paused for a breath. 


  The conversation continued in the form of an effortless back-and-forth; Jaeyoung, Jihye, Jaeyoung, Jihye, Jaeyoung… 


  Is it just me, or is it taking a particularly long time to get into the dining hall today?


  “Ha ha ha! You’re so funny, Oppa! Also, could I get your signature? Not for me—my friend. She’s totally obsessed with you.”


  “A signature? What am I, a celebrity?”


  Jaeyoung’s tone had become much more casual at some point, to the degree that a stranger could have mistaken him and Jihye as longtime friends. Sangwoo found listening to their endless chatter a chore, and was deeply relieved when the line of people in front of him started to shrink slowly but surely. 


  Finally, they were all able to grab trays. Sangwoo and Jihye headed to the same station and got in line, while Jaeyoung headed off to another for janchi-guksu[1]. Sangwoo tried his best to find a table that only had two empty seats, but ultimately failed utterly. To his slight dismay, the three of them ended up sitting together.


  “You have a boyfriend, don’t you?” Jaeyoung asked Jihye before he even bothered to touch his food.


  “Nope!” she responded with a bright smile. 


  Jaeyoung hummed under his breath. “That’s weird. I thought you would…”


  Sangwoo’s gaze drifted over to the psycho. He was staring at Jihye with an oddly unreadable look on his face.


  “Right?” she asked, seemingly oblivious. “I don’t think enough guys realize just how great I am.”


  “Well, I happen to know a bunch of single underclassmen,” Jaeyoung said with a grin, crossing his arms and scooching closer to the table. “Actually… Want me to set you up on a date? I can already think of a few decent guys. What’s your type?”


  He even took out his phone and started going through his contacts, but Jihye shook her head, laughing.


  “No, no. It’s okay. I think I’m just gonna focus on my studies this semester. Thanks, though.”


  “Oh…really?”


  Jaeyoung slipped his phone back in his pocket, scanning her face carefully. After a brief silence, he said, “You know, I feel like you and Sangwoo would make a great couple.”


  Sangwoo spat out the seaweed soup he was eating. Jihye and Jaeyoung both glanced at him in surprise, but he was the one who was shocked the most. 


  Quickly, Jihye grabbed some wet wipes from her bag and handed them to him. “Don’t you think that was a bit harsh, Sangchoo-oppa?! You hated the idea of us being a couple that much?”


  “Of course I did. Who enjoys being pulled into that kind of conversation for no reason?”


  “He was just playing around.”


  “That doesn’t mean I have to like it,” Sangwoo shot back, drying off his face with one of the wet wipes while simultaneously using the other to vigorously scrub the table clean. The situation had him feeling uneasy and deeply confused, but he knew one thing for sure—he wanted to get the hell away from the both of them. 


  Jaeyoung glanced at him, smirking. “Sangchoo?”


  “Apparently, that was his nickname when he was a kid,” Jihye answered for him. “Cute, right?”


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


  My dear…Sangwoo? Even his own mother had never called him that. The food Sangwoo had just eaten turned into rocks inside his stomach. 


  For a long, long time, nobody said another word. Jaeyoung was the one who ultimately broke the silence.


  “By the way, Jihye, are you going somewhere nice?”


  “Sorry?” she blinked.


  “Oh… You just seem to have more makeup on than the last time I saw you, that’s all.”


  “Wow, you’ve got quite the memory, don’t you?” Jihye asked with an awkward chuckle. “Um… Last time, I didn’t exactly put a lot of effort into my appearance because I knew I’d be hauling stuff around. I usually dress up a bit more.”


  “I was talking about last Wednesday, actually.”


  “Oh, uh…” she stuttered, growing audibly more flustered. “I was running late to class because I slept in, so…”


  “I see. I just thought you might be meeting someone…important.”


  It was a meaningless conversation—one that was definitely not helpful for Sangwoo’s digestion. Plus, Jihye’s face was growing more tense by the minute, probably because Jaeyoung was talking way too much. Sangwoo found that he empathized with her. Honestly, who wouldn’t be annoyed if somebody kept talking to them while they were trying to eat?


  A while later, as they walked out of the dining hall, Jihye asked something that Sangwoo thought was slightly strange.


  “How did you guys become friends, anyway? I mean, you don’t seem like you’d have a single thing in common.”


  Sangwoo immediately spotted an error in her words. “We’re not frien—”


  “We went through a rough patch in the beginning,” Jaeyoung cut in, slinging his arm over Sangwoo’s shoulders. 


  It was just a casual touch—it shouldn’t have been that big of a deal. But Sangwoo gasped in a rush of air, then froze like a deer in front of a pair of blaring headlights. Jaeyoung’s arm felt as heavy as a lead beam. Overloaded, Sangwoo forgot to even breathe. 


  “There were some hard feelings between us, I guess…” he heard the asshole continue. “But not anymore, right?”


  “I disagree,” Sangwoo snapped, shoving Jaeyoung’s arm away.


  Based on his recent experiences, it seemed the psycho didn’t have any qualms with touching other people at all. Regardless of how close he was with someone, it was apparent he thought nothing of slinging his arm over their shoulders, speaking to them casually, touching their faces, or playing tricks on them. It felt like he was always trying to get closer to Sangwoo. Too close. And he hated it. 


  Sangwoo knew some parents were physically affectionate with their children, but that had never applied to his mother and father. In his world, the only people who could initiate physical contact with him were people of the opposite sex who he was romantically involved with, and even then, he would expect them to respect his boundaries. 


  It didn’t matter if Jaeyoung didn’t mean any offense with his behavior—Sangwoo was offended by it.


  “Stop lying to yourself,” he snapped at the asshole, the words pouring from his mouth like a flood that had just been unleashed. “Whether you like it or not, those hard feelings are still there. I still despise you. You can pretend to be a nice guy all you want, but it changes nothing. We are still in that ‘rough patch,’ and we are never getting out of it.”


  “Damn…and I thought we had a good streak going,” Jaeyoung muttered impassively while Jihye glanced between them with wide eyes. “You do know the skit is tomorrow, right?”


  The mocking words diverted Sangwoo’s train of thought, cutting off an enraged demand that the asshole never touch him again. Instead, he hissed: “Don’t come to class. I can play all three roles by myself.”


  “Nah, I don’t think so,” Jaeyoung refused lazily, stretching like a cat. “Sorry, Jihye, but I need to borrow Sangwoo. We have a really important presentation tomorrow.”


  “O-Okay, sure,” she responded.


  Jaeyoung grabbed Sangwoo’s wrist and hauled him off before the words had even fully left Jihye’s mouth. Sangwoo smacked him away, but the psycho just grabbed onto his backpack instead. The shock of it made him completely stop functioning for a moment—nothing remotely like this had ever happened to him before. 


  Taking advantage of his confusion, Jaeyoung snatched the backpack right off his shoulders and began to race away.


  “Hey!” Sangwoo shouted after him. “Sunbae!” 


  But Jaeyoung showed no signs of stopping. What the hell is wrong with him? Sangwoo thought in disbelief. His next course of action was unfortunately clear—he had no choice but to chase after the psycho. Who knew what Jaeyoung would do to the contents of his backpack? He might even throw it all into the sewer. 


  At first, Jaeyoung was only running at a fast jog. But as Sangwoo began to catch up to him, he began to gradually speed up.


  “Stop!” Sangwoo roared. 


  Once again, the psycho ignored him. 


  By this point, Jaeyoung was sprinting at full-out—Sangwoo’s backpack had been slung across his chest. Sangwoo almost caught the psycho by the shoulder once, only for him to put on yet another burst of speed and shoot ahead with infuriating ease. It was distinctly reminiscent of their breakneck race through campus exactly a week ago.


  Jaeyoung only came to a stop after circling around the engineering building, passing by the futsal field, the convenience store, and the student center. 


  “Damn, that sucked,” Jaeyoung heaved, buckling over at the edge of the spacious grass field right in front of the school’s front gates.


  Behind him, Sangwoo collapsed into a similar position. His chest burned as he tried to catch his breath. 


  “Give it…back,” he huffed, reaching out limply.


  Jaeyoung completely ignored him. And not only that—the asshole unzipped Sangwoo’s backpack like it belonged to him and guzzled water straight from his water bottle. 


  “Have you actually lost your mind?”


  “Maybe I have.”


  Jaeyoung tossed the bottle at Sangwoo, and he drank from it too. His heart was still pounding away from the unexpected sprint. 


  When he finally regained the presence of mind to take in his surroundings, Sangwoo found that he didn’t recognize a thing, even after six semesters of attending Hanguk University. Oddly, there also seemed to be a bunch of students lying on the field before him, strung out like laundry left out to dry.


  “Whatcha doing?” Jaeyoung asked, plopping down on the grass himself. “Sit down.”


  The psycho accompanied the final two words with a slap on the ground next to him, but he didn’t wait for Sangwoo. Instead, he laid down fully, splaying out his limbs and clasping his hands together comfortably on top of his chest. The stolen backpack found itself co-opted as a pillow.  


  In that moment, it almost looked like Jaeyoung was sleeping. His eyes had drifted closed, and a gentle smile played on his lips. Sunlight danced over his hair, lightening its color and making it sparkle like dewy spider silk in the light of a new dawn. 


  


  


  


  

    [1] A common soup made with thin wheat noodles and topped with vegetables in anchovy broth, traditionally served at celebrations like weddings and birthdays. Known as “banquet noodles” in English.


  




  “Give me my bag.”


  “Can’t you see I’m using it?” came the nonchalant reply.


  “I said, give me my bag.”


  “Gimme something else I can use as a pillow instead, then.”


  Sangwoo crouched down and tugged on the backpack sharply, hoping he’d catch Jaeyoung off guard, but it was useless. His nemesis had looped both his arms through the straps.


  “I thought you wanted to prepare for the skit,” Sangwoo finally said, resigned.


  “Yeah. We can do it right here.”


  “Here? Without any desks or chairs?” he asked in disbelief. 


  Jaeyoung just shrugged. “Why not? You’ve memorized the entire script, haven’t you?”


  Of course he’d memorized the script. Sangwoo nodded, only belatedly realizing that the asshole couldn’t see him because he had his eyes closed. Still a bit reluctant, he sat down on the lawn next to him. What am I even doing here? he wondered, breathing in the scent of fresh-cut grass. For some reason, he felt distinctly out of place. 


  “Let’s get started, then,” Sangwoo said finally. 


  “Just gimme a ten-minute break.”


  “That’s a waste of ti—”


  “Oh, come on,” Jaeyoung interrupted. “You can spare ten minutes.”


  The asshole took out another can of Black Holic from his bag and handed it to Sangwoo, who glanced down at his watch. It is time for my regularly scheduled walk… 


  “Fine,” Sangwoo muttered. He opened the can. 


  For a long time, Jaeyoung stayed so silent that it seemed like he might have fallen asleep. But then, when Sangwoo was halfway through drinking his coffee, the asshole called out his name.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  “What?”


  “What’s your type? You know, when it comes to dating.”


  Sangwoo immediately scowled and glanced over at Jaeyoung, whose eyes remained closed.  “Why are you asking me such a personal question?”


  “That’s what people do when they’re not friends. Ask stupid questions.”


  “I see,” Sangwoo conceded. He began to contemplate how to respond to Jaeyoung’s inquiry. 


  The topic wasn’t one he’d ever really dwelled on before, but calculating the answer proved relatively simple—all he needed to do was compile a list of women who’d elicited some sort of positive reaction from him in the past.


  “I prefer people who maintain a well-groomed, put together appearance and have levelheaded personalities.”


  “Nice. Basically kindergarten teachers, then?”


  Ignoring Jaeyoung’s comment, Sangwoo took another sip of his coffee. He didn’t have to wait long before a second question was shot his way.


  “When did you first fall in love?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “What do you mean, you don’t know?”


  “‘Love’ is a vague concept. You’ll need to clarify your definition for me if I’m to give you an accurate response.”


  This was enough to make Jaeyoung finally open his eyes, though only very narrowly. He squinted over at Sangwoo, the sun turning his irises light brown. 


  “Are you asking when I first got into a relationship with someone? Or inquiring as to when I first had intercourse?” Sangwoo elaborated, feeling weirdly defensive. “The question is unclear.”


  Jaeyoung just continued to stare at him, a confused frown on his face. “So…you’ve never had a crush on anybody?”


  Finally, Sangwoo had a definition to work with. “I see, so that’s how you’re defining it. In that case, I first ‘fell in love’ when I was six. However, it wasn’t with a human being.”


  Jaeyoung immediately let out an incredulous scoff, but his reaction didn’t bother Sangwoo one bit—if anyone was delusional here, it was that asshole. The love often depicted in popular media didn’t even exist. 


  What was love, really? In Sangwoo’s opinion, it was nothing more than the product of irrational human minds misinterpreting their own sexual desires. A lie the government promoted in order to maintain the social institution of marriage. 


  The reason behind his disdain was simple. Love was supposed to be an emotion everyone on planet earth experienced. So why had he never even come close to feeling it?


  Sangwoo glanced at his watch and sat up. “It’s time to start practicing for the skit,” he announced. “Piányi piányi tài piányi… Qǐng mǎi zhè, zài zhè.” 


  He’d said: The fruits are cheap. Come and buy a bunch. It was the very first line. 


  Jaeyoung burst out laughing, the corners of his eyes crinkling. His teeth were neat and white. “Xīnqíng hǎo,” he finally said after composing himself.


  Sangwoo frowned. “That’s not the right line.”


  “Do you even know what I said?”


  “Yes. ‘This is nice.’”


  “Really? I think so too.”


  Sangwoo pressed his lips together in irritation, then sneezed when his nose began to tickle. His stomach felt strange, like a bunch of birds were swooping around in circles inside it. Although, on second thought...maybe those birds were actually butterflies.
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  The end of March arrived along with an unexpected cold front, which stood in sharp contrast to the mild weather of the past few weeks. 


  Sangwoo managed to stay fairly warm by donning a puffer jacket, but he couldn’t avoid the freezing wind that whooshed over his face while he pedaled away on his bike. By the time he reached the humanities building, his cheeks had gone red from the biting cold. 


  After claiming a seat in the Intermediate Chinese classroom, Sangwoo carefully began to read over the skit’s script one more time, checking that he still had all three roles fully memorized—he still didn’t entirely believe Jaeyoung would actually show up. Once he was satisfied with that, he headed to the bathroom with his costume and wig. As usual, he entered the left stall instead of the one on the right, which was perpetually marked “OUT OF ORDER.”


  It took exactly four minutes for Sangwoo to change into his costume. That should leave me plenty of time to go over the script one last time, he determined. He walked back into the classroom through the back door to do just that, but was immediately confronted by the sight of Jaeyoung sitting in the seat next to his, hunched over and looking at his phone. The asshole was dressed in the shiny yellow costume he had picked out. His wig was slightly crooked, leaving his hair to stick out from under the skin-colored rubber.


  Jaeyoung was the personification of unpredictability and spontaneity. He acted like a totally different person from day to day, and he was so impulsive and inconsistent that Sangwoo couldn’t keep track of the asshole for the life of him. He was a persistent, game-breaking error—but one that Sangwoo had somehow grown used to. In fact, Sangwoo found that he kind of liked the deadbeat, sadist piece of trash. 


  Everything felt all jumbled and nonsensical. But he didn’t have time to dwell on it, since Jaeyoung had just glanced back and caught sight of him. The asshole burst out laughing and pointed at Sangwoo with one finger, as if they weren’t wearing nearly identical costumes.


  “Why are you so early today?” Sangwoo asked nonchalantly.


  “I’m the TA for this class, remember?”


  It was a slightly ridiculous thing to say, given that Sangwoo had never witnessed Jaeyoung doing anything that a TA would usually do. The only thing he managed in reply was a noncommittal “Right…”


  After kicking Jaeyoung’s long legs out of the way, Sangwoo claimed his seat. Deciding his memory would benefit from one last review of the script, he stared at the paper with the dialogue written out on it with one hand on his temple. 


  Jaeyoung took the chance to start snapping several pictures of Sangwoo with his phone. 


  Scowling, he covered his face. “Stop it.”


  “You know, you should dress like that more often. That outfit was made for you,” Jaeyoung said with a big grin. He scrolled through the pictures, then opened the camera app again. “Hey, Sangwoo-ya.”


  “What.”


  “Wanna take a selfie?”


  “No.”


  Unfortunately for Sangwoo, it seemed Jaeyoung didn’t particularly care what he thought. Before he knew it, the asshole had scooched his chair right up next to his, then lifted his phone up in front of them. 


  They both looked ridiculous in their queue wigs, but Sangwoo didn’t try to move away. I’ll let him do as he pleases this once.


  “C’mon, smile!” Jaeyoung insisted.


  Sangwoo ignored the command—he wasn’t in the mood to smile for a stupid selfie. Jaeyoung shrugged at his defiance, then quickly took three pictures: one with a smile, one with his tongue sticking out, and one with his face all scrunched up like a pug’s.


  “You look pretty good in this one,” Jaeyoung commented as he swiped through them. 


  In Sangwoo’s opinion, they all looked the same. Every single one was horrible.


  There was still some time left before class started, so they decided to use it to go over the script one last time. To Sangwoo’s slight surprise, Jaeyoung was quite attentive in correcting his pronunciation. He listened to each line Sangwoo said very carefully, then forced him to repeat it if it wasn’t satisfactory—which meant Sangwoo ended up having to repeat every last one.


  Soon, other students began filing into the classroom. Some of them pointed at Jaeyoung and Sangwoo, giggling loudly, while others even came over to comment on their costumes. The professor arrived slightly early as well, and she nearly doubled over laughing when she saw them. Her amusement was obvious even after class started—her lips twitched visibly whenever she glanced over at them.


  The class was structured so that the professor would only lecture for thirty minutes, with the last twenty minutes being reserved for three teams of students to do their skits. The first pair presented themselves as a married Chinese couple who were on a trip in Paris, using phrases such as “What is that?” and “That is the Eiffel Tower.” The second team’s skit was centered around a Hanguk University student showing a Chinese classmate around the campus—which made Sangwoo suspect that they’d overheard his idea. 


  Then it was finally Sangwoo and Jaeyoung’s turn.


  “Jaeyoung and Sangwoo, you’re up,” the professor said with a smile. 


  Jaeyoung rose from his seat into a stretch like a cat, then shot Sangwoo a confident grin that didn’t harbor even a hint of anxiety. He retrieved some grapes, a phone, and a baseball bat from his backpack before walking to the front of the room with Sangwoo following behind him, empty-handed. 


  They hadn’t even gotten started, but all of the students burst into applause. The professor even began to film them with her phone, which led to some of the students snapping pictures of them as well.


  It only took a moment for them to set everything up. Taking a deep breath, Sangwoo faced the audience and announced that the fruit was on sale in Chinese. 


  Jaeyoung, who had been hiding behind a pillar, approached him with an air of arrogance, fanning himself like some sort of uptight noble. He examined the grapes sitting on the desk and asked Sangwoo how much they cost.


  As Sangwoo recited the next line, his eyes met Jaeyoung’s. There was something agleam in the asshole’s gaze—Sangwoo could almost hear him whispering, See? I told you everything was gonna be fine! Aren’t you having a blast?


  Actually...he kind of was. Sangwoo’s anxiety melted away, a mild elation taking its place. It was a strange, foreign feeling.


  It turned out that Jaeyoung had prepared for the skit much more thoroughly than Sangwoo had expected. Not only had he gathered up a bunch of props, but he’d also made the preparations necessary to play the appropriate sound effects during the phone call scene. When Sangwoo began his short monologue—which was also the signal for Jaeyoung to switch roles—the psycho quickly ducked behind the podium so he could change into another costume. 


  Sangwoo hadn’t understood why Jaeyoung was such a renowned member of the theater club before, but he got it now. In this moment, the classroom was his stage. Sure, he ended up altering some of the lines slightly, but Jaeyoung made sure to keep the meaning consistent. The only fault that Sangwoo could find in his performance was the unscripted line Jaeyoung had randomly added in the middle of the skit: “Are you a robot?”Aside from that, however, Sangwoo had to admit that Jaeyoung had done an incredible job. 


  It would be an understatement to say their skit was well received. The professor had dropped her pen while filling out the rubric because she was laughing so hard, while the audience had clapped and cheered every time Sangwoo had mechanically recited a line from memory. Several students had been inspired to record the whole thing on their phones, and with all the pictures the rest of the class were taking of the two of them, Sangwoo was starting to feel like a celebrity on the red carpet. 


  In the end, he had no choice but to admit that Jaeyoung’s cocky “I got this,” had been nothing but the truth.


  Jaeyoung reached out to Sangwoo at the conclusion of the skit, and he high-fived the asshole without even thinking about it. In that moment, all of the animosity he’d been carrying in his heart melted away, replaced by something that almost felt like camaraderie.


  


  Later, after the professor had ended class early, she approached Sangwoo and Jaeyoung. 


  That was very, very entertaining,” she told the two men, giving them a double thumbs-up. “In fact, I would say that was the best skit I’ve seen in the past ten years.” Turning to focus on Sangwoo specifically, she added, “Your pronunciation needs some work, but I’m very impressed that you managed to memorize all those lines.”


  “Thank you, Professor.”


  “Of course. Would you be interested in being a TA for this class?”


  It was a completely unexpected question. “What?”


  “Don’t worry, it’s really a low-pressure job. All I ask is that, on certain days, you arrive a little bit early for class to print out some materials. Other than that, you just have to collect the exam papers for midterms and finals, as well as the class assignments. You’ll get extra credit for the class, and I’ll even treat you to a meal at some point.”


  As the words slowly registered in Sangwoo’s brain, his gaze flicked to Jaeyoung, drawn in like a magnet. The psycho was just looking at the professor impassively. 


  Whatever doubts Sangwoo had about the professor’s meaning abruptly evaporated when she clarified, “Jaeyoung recommended you as his replacement.”


  The add/drop period only lasted for two weeks, which meant Jaeyoung would withdraw from his classes—well, the ones that he had no reason to take—before that time was up. Sangwoo knew this very well—he’d been anxiously awaiting that moment for quite a while now. But he hadn’t realized that there were only two days left until Jaeyoung’s departure.


  “Sure, I’ll be your TA,” he said with a nod.


  The professor smiled at him. “I’m looking forward to working with you.” Then, to Jaeyoung, she added: “Thanks for everything, Jaeyoung, including staying in the class until the conclusion of the skit. I’m sure Sangwoo appreciates it.”


  “Of course, Professor. I’m sorry for dropping out after agreeing to be the TA.”


  “Don’t worry about it. There’s nothing wrong with pursuing new opportunities. Can I offer you an early congratulations on your acceptance?”


  Jaeyoung let out a bashful laugh. “I did apply again, but I don’t know if I’ll get accepted.”


  “Oh, I’m sure they’ll take you. They already accepted your application once!”


  Although he was all packed up and ready to go, Sangwoo stood there blankly, listening to their conversation. The professor went on to ask Jaeyoung about his future plans, to which he responded that he was going to relax for a bit while preparing to go study abroad. The conversation then shifted to the school Jaeyoung would be attending to get his graduate degree.


  “Talking about this reminds me of my own time studying abroad,” the professor commented.


  “Feel free to come visit.”


  “You make it sound like you’ve already gotten accepted!”


  “You’re the one who said they’d take me.”


  It was a friendly conversation, playful even, but Sangwoo couldn’t bring himself to smile. Something that resembled disappointment was coiling in his chest like a giant snake.




  Jaeyoung stayed silent for what felt like forever, staring at Sangwoo. Then he spat, “I’ll pay you for your services, then. How much?”


  “Ten million won.”


  “Oh, are you fucking... Why do you always act like such a goddamn asshole even when I’m trying so hard to be nice?” 


  Contrary to his words, Jaeyoung’s smile was tinged with malice rather than kindness. The sight of it triggered something in Sangwoo, turning the fear racing through his veins into defiance.


  “I told you, I don’t require any compensation. Stop acting so weird. Just bully me like you used to.”


  “‘Weird’? What the hell did I do that was so weird?”


  This time, Sangwoo couldn’t keep his voice from rising. “You whispered right in my ear!”


  “Should I have yelled at you in the fucking library, then?!”


  Sangwoo shoved his way past Jaeyoung and ran back out into the reading room. The librarian looked at him with wide eyes, as if she was trying to decide if she should try and stop him or not. 


  Ignoring her, Sangwoo shoved his belongings in his backpack and then marched out of the room with the straps clutched in his hand, not even bothering to zip it up. With each step the next one came faster and faster, until he was sprinting across campus. 


  But nobody followed him.
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  Sangwoo’s mind was flooded with a red light, and a loud alarm was blaring. Something was wrong—something deep and fundamental. Something he might need to take a visit to a hospital to fix. He ran a quick diagnostic. 


  


  Blood pressure – Abnormally high compared to level of physical activity


  Temperature - Abnormally high


  Hands - Trembling


  Mouth - Abnormally dry


  Reproductive organs - …Fuck


    


  When he finally stumbled into his apartment, Sangwoo felt as dizzy as if he’d just stepped out of a wildly swerving car. Without bothering to change, he threw himself on top of his bed and pulled the comforter over his head. 


  The events from twenty minutes ago were by far the most shocking he’d ever experienced. Something similar had happened back when he was a second-year in middle school, but that was the only thing he could think of that even came close. 


  It had been many years ago. Sangwoo had been walking home from school when a woman had brushed past him, wearing a white short-sleeve top as well as a pleasant perfume. For a moment, his mind had flickered to what lay hidden underneath her shirt, then to a bikini ad that he’d seen at a bus stop not long ago. His heart had started beating faster, and his penis had hardened.


  Even then, Sangwoo hadn’t been completely clueless—he’d known exactly what had happened to his body. He’d only been shocked because he’d never expected it to happen to him, of all people. Feeling a crushing sense of guilt and self-loathing, he’d turned right around and gone straight back home. 


  When he’d told his mother the truth after she got home from work later that evening, she’d told him that what he’d experienced was completely natural, to his immense relief.


  “Do you know what’s inside your testicles?” she’d asked.


  “Between two hundred and five hundred million sperm cells that are ready for reproduction.”


  “Correct. They’re released through the penis as the result of sexual stimuli, but otherwise, they stay in the testicles. You’re too young to have sexual intercourse, so you’ll have to induce ejaculation by stimulating your penis with your hand until you can find a legal consenting partner. Don’t do it in public, or when you’re with somebody else. It’s considered taboo. Also, make sure nothing gets on the floor, and wash your hands before and after you begin.”


  “Okay,” he’d responded. “Will it make me sick?”


  “What an unscientific thing to ask. Don’t worry. Most healthy males begin the practice around age eleven and continue it for the majority of their lifespan.”


  After hearing his mother’s explanation, Sangwoo had managed to retain his composure whenever something similar had happened. Fortunately, his reproductive system was very responsive to logic, and he was often able to prevent an incident from progressing further than the early stages. In fact, even when his body refused to obey him, he’d always been able to suppress his reactions relatively quickly. 


  Which was why this current situation was inappropriate in every way.


  In Sangwoo’s mind, developing an erection in response to a particular person meant that he wanted to impregnate them and produce viable offspring. So why was his body responding to Jaeyoung, a man that definitely didn’t have a uterus?


  It seemed that the error that was Jaeyoung wasn’t content with just turning Sangwoo’s routine upside down for the past two weeks—now he was wreaking havoc on his body too. Just like the toilet in the second stall of the fourth-floor bathroom in the humanities building, Choo Sangwoo had gone out of order. 


    


  For the rest of that day, Sangwoo didn’t do a single thing. He simply stayed in bed, not bothering to eat or drink. 


  The shock of his physical functions slipping so beyond his control was too much. Suddenly, taking a gap year didn’t seem so crazy an idea. 


  Sangwoo valued his academics, of course, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that something terrible would happen if he didn’t put a stop to…whatever was happening with him. Something even worse than not getting to graduate on time.


  Going to class tomorrow was simply not an option. He knew that Jaeyoung would try to sling an arm over his shoulders, pat him on the head, or lean in to whisper in his ear. And with all the errors he was experiencing, it was entirely possible that his body would malfunction just like it had earlier that day.


  Sangwoo turned off all his alarms and went to bed late.
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  Funnily enough, Sangwoo woke up at the exact same time as always. 


  Remembering that he wouldn’t be able to attend any of his classes that day, his guts twisted painfully. But this was necessary if he wanted to prevent himself from suffering even further, so he stubbornly stayed in bed, letting time drift by meaninglessly. As he played a game on his phone, the clock ticked closer and closer to 9:30 a.m.—the starting time for Embedded Systems. 


  But Sangwoo didn’t move, and class began without him.


  


  10:00 a.m.


  I wonder what the professor for Embedded Systems thinks of me now? Sangwoo thought idly. 


  From that man’s point of view, Sangwoo was the type of student who fell asleep on his desk the very first day of the semester—with a mustache painted on his face, at that. Now, he was skipping class without prior notice. 


  He probably thinks I’m a failure and a delinquent, Sangwoo concluded. But that’s fine. I’m going to take a gap year anyway.


  


  10:10 a.m.


  A quick online search revealed that applying for a gap year was much easier than Sangwoo had thought. He decided to get it done before the end of the day. 


  The only issue was that the website didn’t specify what would happen to his full-ride scholarship if he took a gap year in the middle of a semester. 


  I’ll have to inquire with the school. 


  


  10:20 a.m.


  My plans will definitely have to change now that I’m taking a gap year, Sangwoo mused. 


  Initially, he’d been planning to graduate shortly after he turned twenty-six, then starting his career at an international game company a few months later. 


  Actually, maybe a gap year won’t affect things that much? It’s only going to be for six months. 


  The biggest problem was the fact that Sangwoo wouldn’t be able to make and release his game during the current semester like he’d planned. He’d intended to use it as an integral part of his portfolio when he did his application for his future job... But maybe it wasn’t too late yet? As long as he got a designer, he could work on the game during his time off. 


  


  10:30 a.m.


  Sangwoo logged into his school’s campus forum. After scrolling through quite a number of posts, he finally found the one he’d made a while back—the one where he’d put out a call for a designer. 


  It was a full thirty pages of posts in, which pretty much told Sangwoo no one was paying attention to it anymore. However, there were about a dozen comments.


  


  [rless: If you would like to apply, please contact me first instead of Sangwoo. Jang Jaeyoung, Visual Design ***-***-****


  [PekingDuck: Shot you a text, Sunbaenim!]


  [Choi Sujin: I texted you, Jaeyoung-sunbaenim! :)]


  [mingee03: A bit late but still texted you!!]


  [Scap-jjangS: Are you still looking for someone??]


  [Yu Hyeonjeong: Are you a part of the project, Sunbaenim?? Just sent you a text]


  


  Sangwoo pursed his lips in irritation. Obviously, he wasn’t the one they had texted, since he’d never received a single message. 


  After copying the body text and making a new post, he promptly deleted the old one. Jaeyoung had ruined it anyway. It was also a possibility that Jaeyoung had turned all the visual design majors against him, but that was fine—he could just hire a freelancer.


  


  10:36 a.m.


  Bang! Bang! Bang!


  A long second passed before realization hit—someone was pounding on Sangwoo’s door. 


  Trying to remember if he had ordered any packages, he stumbled out of bed.


  Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!


  The sound grew even louder. Whoever it was, it had to be someone incredibly rude and impatient. 


  Sangwoo crept closer to the door, planning on taking a peek outside, but he jumped when somebody yelled so loudly that the metal barrier itself vibrated.


  “Choo Sangwoo!”


  He halted mid-step, still a few feet away from his destination.


  “I know you’re in there! Open up!”


  Naturally, he stayed silent.


  “You ignoring me now?”


  At this point, Sangwoo was scared to make even the slightest noise. He stayed frozen like a statue, his eyes wide in surprise.


  “Fucking answer me, you goddamn asshole!”


  The f-bomb snapped Sangwoo out of his daze. It wasn’t too hard to figure out what had happened. He’d skipped class, and Jaeyoung knew where he lived since he’d followed him all the way to his apartment before. Moreover, his bike was still tied to the rack, which meant he was at home. And his unit number was written on the rack.


  He scowled angrily, even though he knew Jaeyoung couldn’t see him through the thick metal of the door.


  “Get lost before I report you to the police for harassment.”


  Bang!


  The sound was so loud that Sangwoo briefly wondered if he’d left a dent in the door.


  “Open the door.”


  “No.”


  “Open the fucking door!”


  “I said, no! This is my apartment!”


  A heavy silence lingered in the air as Jaeyoung quieted for a moment. Sangwoo glared at the door, unwilling to be the first one to speak.


  Suddenly, Jaeyoung exploded, “Are you fucking serious? You skipped class just because I asked you to watch a goddamn movie with me?! You’re trying to avoid me, and I fucking know it!”




  Sangwoo could hear Jaeyoung panting through the door, and he realized that his own breathing was turning ragged.


  “You’d try to get your fucking seat back even if the whole goddamn planet was going to explode in five minutes! Don’t try to tell me that you skipped for no reason.”


  “I’m not trying to tell you anything,” Sangwoo retorted.


  Thump.


  Judging by the soft sound, Jaeyoung had just leaned his back against Sangwoo’s door. He muttered, seemingly to himself, “Come on, it’s just a fucking movie… What are you gonna do now, take a goddamn gap year?” After a short pause, he scoffed and continued, “Here, I’ve got something you can write down on your permissions form: ‘I can’t come to school anymore because a fucking pervert with a dick tried to ask me out to a movie!’”


  “Shut up!”


  “It’s not like I was gonna, I don’t know…kidnap and torture you. What do you think I am, an organ trafficker?”


  Finally, Sangwoo snapped, “Who would want to go to a movie with another man? That’s…weird!”


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


  “Call me a stick-in-the-mud all you want—I only watch movies with women I’m planning on courting for marriage! Now, stop being so disruptive and get lost!”


  He heard Jaeyoung drop several f-bombs, g-bombs, and d-bombs, which were followed by a long sigh.


  “Fuck… Thanks for making me feel like a goddamn idiot. You have any idea how much time and effort I put into this? Huh?”


  Time and effort? “All I know is that you suddenly appeared and started harassing me without being prompted.”


  “Yeah, yeah, I fucking harassed you for two fucking days! I acted like your goddamn servant for the next week! Shit, I haven’t felt so stupid ever since the army. Thanks sooo fucking much for giving me the chance to feel like an absolute fucking dumbass!”


  There was something severely wrong with this man. “Why are you yelling at me?” Sangwoo asked in disbelief. “Are you having a psych break or something?”


  “Whatever. I’m wasting my time here,” Jaeyoung muttered. His voice was much quieter, likely because he’d used up all his energy throwing his little fit. 


  After another brief moment of silence, the psycho slipped a piece of paper under Sangwoo’s door. It was a movie ticket.


  “Just… Just take this and get the fuck out of my life.”


  “You could make that happen right now if you just got the hell out of here,” Sangwoo snapped.


  “No, you get lost, you raging weirdo! Don’t ever let me see your fucking face again!”


  How am I supposed to “get lost” in my own apartment? Running a program only to force it to crash would be more productive.


  After a short moment, he heard Jaeyoung stomping away. The footsteps faded until eventually,  Sangwoo couldn’t hear them anymore.


  Thank god.


  The thought of taking a gap year had completely vanished from Sangwoo’s mind—it’d gotten drowned out under the rage a certain asshole had triggered in him. Without even taking a shower, he quickly slipped into his outside clothes. Hopefully he wouldn’t be late for his next class. 


  The cluttered disaster that had been Sangwoo’s mind before Jaeyoung’s arrival was now a distant memory. He couldn’t even remember what had gotten him so out of whack. All he knew was that things had changed, and he was completely determined to finish the semester strong. That’d be the ultimate way to spit in Jaeyoung’s face.


  “Don’t ever let me see your fucking face again!” 


  It wasn’t the first time the asshole had thrown those words at him. But just like back at the internet cafe, Sangwoo found himself feeling both irritated and welcoming of the declaration. 


  It only took him seven minutes to get changed, sling his backpack on, and rush out of his apartment. He pedaled to school with such vigor that he heard his bike’s gears creak. In the end, he managed to arrive just as his first class was coming to an end. 


  Panting, Sangwoo ran in the direction of the engineering building. He felt sure that everything was going to fall back into place now that Jaeyoung had agreed to extract himself from his life. All he had to do was rebuild after the tornado. 


  


  There were still students from the previous class in room 303, so Sangwoo waited in front of the door until the space was finally empty. There were no irritating obstacles in his path such as a bag on his favorite seat, and he didn’t have any issues getting absorbed in his textbook. 


  He could still feel the adrenaline pumping through his veins, however. 


  As it turned out, anger toward Jaeyoung served as a great motivator. Sangwoo made such intense eye contact with his professor that the man started avoiding looking in his direction after a while. He put so much pressure on his pen that he ripped straight through the paper as he wrote his notes, but it didn’t matter—every single word of the lecture crystallized in his memory effortlessly. He wasn’t even fazed when the professor wrote a problem on the board. All he had to do was glare at it for a few seconds and the knowledge of exactly how to solve it just came to him. 


  Sangwoo’s heart pounded in his ears. He felt like a video game character that’d just received a hell of a power boost. 


  


  Determined not to let a deadbeat like Jaeyoung ruin his daily routine, Sangwoo powered through the weekend with the determination of a man who knew his time was up. Not only did he study at his desk for hours without even getting up to stretch, but he spent any free time he had while working at the internet cafe on solving problem sets. He glared at every single letter and number like it was a matter of life and death, not leaving a single question unanswered.


  When he came back home Sunday night, he collapsed on his bed like a log. His power boost had lasted for a total of three days, but it was starting to run out. 


  A sudden wave of exhaustion and slight somberness washed over him. In its wake came a rush of encroaching thoughts, impossible to keep out. Bits and pieces of various memories flashed through his mind: a hand that always touched him out of nowhere, a voice that spat out cuss words at louder and louder decibels when its owner was enraged, a name he used to call out to Sangwoo like an old friend, a pink tongue that darted excruciatingly slowly over its owner’s lips… 


  In the end, they all traced back to one person. There was a virus inside his head called Jang Jaeyoung, and it was corrupting his mind further and further even as he lay limply on his bed.


  Sangwoo turned off the lights, hoping that would extinguish his thoughts as well, but to no avail.


  It was an unpleasant night to say the least.
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  By the time Sangwoo reached the second day of the third week of the school year, he’d finally debugged himself back to perfection.


  


  8:30 a.m. – Wake up, exercise, shower, eat breakfast


  9:16 a.m. – Bike to campus


  9:24 a.m. – Arrive at campus


  9:30 a.m. – Arrive at first classroom, read over materials for the day’s class, review materials from past classes


  10:00 a.m. – First class begins


  10:50 a.m. – Go to second classroom


  11:00 a.m. – Second class begins


  12:00 p.m. – Go to campus dining hall, eat lunch


  12:28 p.m. – Go to convenience store, purchase coffee, take a walk


  12:45 p.m. – Go to the library, look over new releases, check out books, work on assignments


  6:00 p.m. – Go to campus dining hall, eat dinner


  6:28 p.m. – Go back home, brush teeth, change, rest


  7:00 p.m. – Gaming time


  9:00 p.m. – Study game trends, community interactions


  10:00 p.m. – Programming study session


  12:00 p.m. – Reserve seat at the library, rest


  12:30 p.m. – Sleep


  


  Just like before, he went to school at the exact same time and sat in the exact same seat—with the exact same posture—every single day. 


  The content in Embedded Systems felt so new that if you’d told Sangwoo he’d never attended the class before that day, he’d have believed you. The fault for that, rather obviously, lay at the feet of a certain someone who’d been distracting him during the lectures like it was his job. 


  Sangwoo spent the entirety of the class marking down topics he’d have to review later on.


  Shortly after the lecture ended, the professor called out to Sangwoo: “Can I talk to you for a minute?”


  Sangwoo paused in the midst of packing his things. “Of course.”


  It sounded like he was due for a scolding. Such a thing would’ve devastated him in the past, but Sangwoo’s face remained completely impassive as he resumed placing his books in his backpack. He’d become so numb to stress that facing a professor felt like a walk in the park.


  He headed up to the podium, slipping his arms through the straps of his backpack as he went. “Yes, Professor?” he asked gloomily.


  The professor, who was in the process of packing up a small microphone, glanced at him. “Why were you absent last class?”


  I decided that I had to take a gap year because a fucking pervert with a dick tried to ask me out to a movie, Sangwoo thought. But he could never say that out loud, obviously.


  He bowed deeply. “All I can say is I’m sorry, Professor.”


  “What about the student who always sits next to you and naps during class? Where is he?”


  “I believe he dropped the class.”


  The professor handed his mic over to the TA, then focused his eyes hard on Sangwoo. Most people would say that the man’s gaze was intimidating, but Sangwoo didn’t feel particularly scared. Honestly, he didn’t feel much of anything.


  The professor finally said, “I’ve got high expectations for you, Sangwoo.”


  “You know my name…?”


  “Of course. Every single professor in the department knows you.” The professor smiled, but the expression was so faint Sangwoo nearly missed it. “I must admit, I was a bit disappointed at first, but you still have time to redeem yourself. I have faith in your abilities.”


  “Yes, Professor.” 


  Sangwoo bowed a second time, then left the classroom and headed to the dining hall. At this point, he’d developed a habit of glancing around as he ate, just in case somebody decided to sit down next to him. Nobody ended up being remotely interested in doing so, however, and Sangwoo walked out of the dining hall right on schedule.


  The convenience store manager spotted him as soon as he stepped into the building. “I just got a new coffee shipment!” she said cheerfully.


  “Oh… I see.”


  “Feel free to have your pick.”


  Without even thinking, Sangwoo drifted over to the third fridge. He watched, feeling detached, as his hand opened the door and grabbed a can of Black Holic from the fifth shelf.


  I have seven of these back home, he thought blankly as he made his purchase.


  He opened the can as he walked out of the store and took a sip. Strangely enough, it didn’t taste as good as it had used to. But that didn’t make any sense—it was mass-produced.


  As Sangwoo mulled over the bitter taste of the coffee, he realized that not everything had returned to normal.
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  The rest of the week passed without anything out of the ordinary happening. Everything strictly adhered to Sangwoo’s routine. However, he couldn’t shake the sense that something was different.


  For one, there was a sort of dark cloud hanging over him, which he’d never experienced before. Despite him trying his best to immerse himself in his studies, his life just kept falling apart around him piece by piece like a poorly greased machine. 


  His attention span had become significantly shorter, and it took him an infuriatingly long time to comprehend what others were saying. Games were no longer entertaining—in fact, everything felt like a chore. And throughout the day, whether he was brushing his teeth, reading a book, or even just walking, he’d sometimes randomly freeze up like a lagging computer. When that happened, returning to whatever task he’d been doing required conscious effort. 


  All in all, it was extremely annoying.


  In addition, Sangwoo also found himself dragging his feet whenever he walked by certain places, such as the lecture hall, the engineering building, the stairs of the humanities building, the dining hall, and the library. At first, he figured it was just a knee-jerk reaction—after all, he’d been trying to avoid Jaeyoung for what felt like ages. But even though he knew there was a 0% chance that the asshole would pop up again, he found he couldn’t shake the habit. 


  Soon enough, Sangwoo found that he was plagued by all sorts of other, smaller errors. He’d grab three chopsticks and no spoon at the dining hall, or put his shirt on backward, or wear mismatching socks, or just sit frozen zoning out for ten straight minutes.


  They persisted and persisted, until one day, he saw Jaeyoung again. 


  Sangwoo was walking past the school’s front gates when he spotted him, but this time, the asshole wasn’t wearing a red puffer or even a green coat. Instead, he had on a varsity jacket and a pair of glasses—an outfit Sangwoo had never seen before. There were two other guys with him, doing various tricks on their skateboards and laughing.


  Honestly, Sangwoo didn’t know how he’d managed to spot Jaeyoung when he was mixed up in a crowd far away in the distance. Maybe it was the asshole’s lopsided stance, or the way he towered above most people, or his slender build, or maybe even that pretty smile on his face…


  The thoughts felt too foreign in Sangwoo’s head. He quickly rushed past Jaeyoung, but he could already feel color seeping back into his world just from that simple encounter. A brief rush of adrenaline overtook him, washing away the gloom that’d hung over him before. 


  For the first time in days, he felt like himself again...and then an error message flashed in his brain.


  


  ERROR! ERROR! 


  CHOO SANGWOO – OUT OF ORDER


  


  Suddenly feeling exhausted, Sangwoo staggered into his apartment, his shoulders slumped. After washing his hands, he plopped himself down at his desk and glanced at his phone—he’d gotten a text.


  Sangwoo’s heart fell. He scrambled to unlock the screen, only to press his lips together in disappointment.




  


  [(Unknown Sender): Hi! Saw your post about the game ur developonng :)) I’m a jinor & desing major!! id be super intesrsted in the projct if u still lloking for seomone) 4:52 p.m. 


  


  Sangwoo had been waiting for a text like that for ages, but now that it had actually arrived, he found he didn’t feel particularly excited. Although, the seven whole typos might just have something to do with that. 


  Quickly typing out a reply, he gave the unknown sender his email address and asked for their portfolio as well. But instead of locking his screen when he was done, his finger drifted over and opened up a text that someone else had sent a while ago.


  


  [Freeloader 3: (Picture) U did awesome] 12 days ago


  


  He tapped on the thumbnail image without thinking, and the picture popped open to fill the entire screen. Jaeyoung was cheerfully sticking out his tongue while Sangwoo stared stiffly at the camera next to him. The rubber of the wigs that they were wearing was reflecting the fluorescent light from the ceiling. 


  Sangwoo’s fingers zoomed the photo in once, then again and again, only stopping when Jaeyoung’s face was the sole part of the picture that was visible. But the image was of terrible quality—the pixelation irritated him. 


  Jihye said he’s on social media, right?


  Pushing his phone aside, Sangwoo scrambled to turn his PC on. It took mere seconds to boot up thanks to all the modifications he’d made, but he still found himself feeling impatient. 


  As soon as the desktop screen came up, he opened his web browser and logged into his social media account. He’d abandoned it long ago, nearly immediately after its creation; unsurprisingly, he only had two followers. Still, he did have some DMs from middle school and high school friends that had been sent to him a few years ago.


  


  Sangchoooooo wtf pick up ur phone!!


  SangSangChooChoo when u gettnng discharged?


  


  Ignoring them, Sangwoo searched up Jaeyoung’s name. A long list of people popped up, but it wasn’t too hard to find the right one since the accounts with the most followers were at the very top.


  


  Jang Jaeyoung (Jae. J)


  Graphic Designer / Graffiti Artist / Skateboarder


  


  The bio was short and sweet, and there was a link to his portfolio right underneath. Sangwoo glanced at the number of posts—only twenty-two. The most recent one was the picture they’d taken together on the day of the Chinese class skit. w/ a cute underclassman, the caption read.


  Jaeyoung must have uploaded the post right before they’d ripped into each other in the library. It had hundreds of likes, all of them from people Sangwoo had never even met before. 


  Before he knew it, Sangwoo had zoomed into the picture as much as he could without cutting off the caption and then saved it onto his desktop. It felt like he’d just taken a step into Jaeyoung’s stalkerish shoes. 


  Sangwoo scrolled down to the very first post Jaeyoung had made, which turned out to be a selfie from early last year. Under the caption—nice 2 meet u—there were dozens of comments, most of them consisting of heart-eye or crying-face emojis. 


  Zooming into the picture, Sangwoo’s attention immediately caught on to the spiky looking cone piercings in Jaeyoung’s earlobes. His bleached hair was frizzy and a light orange, while his face was totally expressionless.


  He looks like a deadbeat. I hate it, Sangwoo thought. He leaned forward so much that his forehead nearly touched the screen, then saved the picture to his computer.


  Jaeyoung’s second post was tagged at Olive Tree, the Italian restaurant where he worked. It looked like he’d gotten a job there through knowing the owner. The picture showed the two of them standing in front of the establishment; the caption listed his work schedule.


  That’s the fakest smile I’ve ever seen.


  Saved.


  The next post was an advertisement. Sangwoo scrolled down to it, and found himself greeted by the sight of Jaeyoung in a black beanie and glasses, a laptop sitting in front of him. His hair was still bleached and it was completely dark outside, suggesting that he was pulling an all-nighter.


  For someone who’s supposedly going without sleep, he looks plenty rested. It’s so staged.


  Saved.


  His cursor moved frantically as he scrolled, clicked, scrolled, clicked. In one of the posts, Jaeyoung and his friends were striking bizarre poses in fancy suits.


  He sure loves attention...


  Saved.


  There was a short video in which Jaeyoung was practicing a move on his skateboard, wearing a helmet and protective gear. The video ended by zooming in on his face as he sat sprawled on the floor, laughing.


  What an idiot.


  Saved.


  Sangwoo moved on to the next picture. Jaeyoung was standing in front of a huge wall, holding a spray can as if to highlight the graffiti: strange neon letters and a black tongue.


  Weird…just like him.


  Saved.


  In another picture, Jaeyoung stood in front of a black background with his eyes closed. His face was accentuated by dramatic stage makeup.


  For the longest time, Sangwoo stared at the image silently.


  Saved.


  Everything about Jaeyoung was chaotic, starting with his entrancing smile, those eyes that always sparkled with interest, the mischievous curve of his lips, his sarcastic smirk, and his wicked laughter… 


  Suddenly, Sangwoo was reminded of his first time seeing a miniature forklift model. He’d been six years old, and had subsequently begged his parents to buy it for him for fifteen days straight until his father had finally caved and bought it without his mother knowing. Even now, in his mid-twenties, Sangwoo’s heart still beat a bit faster whenever he saw a forklift…just like it did when he saw Jaeyoung. 


  Over the next few hours, Sangwoo scoured Jaeyoung’s profile on a certain social media platform and saved every single one of the asshole’s theater advertisements, skateboarding, and graffiti videos. He also looked up Jaeyoung’s username to deduce his interests, and even found his playlist, which mainly consisted of EDM.


  Sangwoo dug so deep that he even found the few comments Jaeyoung had left on forums and his product reviews.


  


  Holy ffffff he’s AMAZING he’s on a rooooollllll this season!!!


  Nah dont buy, the cap doesnt rly work and you keep spraying all over the place


  wtf soooo pretty but idk if it’s gonna last long tho


  


  Next, he drifted over to Jaeyoung’s portfolio page, where he carefully studied the asshole’s thesis, award-winning works, websites he had worked on as a freelancer, concert posters, banners for indie artists, and magazine illustrations, along with the graffiti and other artwork he did in his free time. 


  Once he was done, Sangwoo then moved to combing through the school forum to read all of his posts about recruiting for the theater club, promoting various plays, and exhibition announcements.


  


  (5 mins from campus) Looking for a male roommate, all furnished, super easy move-in


  


  He blinked as he found himself dissecting every single word in a post Jaeyoung had made six years ago. When he glanced at the clock, he saw that it was well past midnight.


  What am I doing?


  Somehow, he’d ended up with a new folder on his desktop named “Jang Jaeyoung,” which contained exactly thirty-six pictures and nine videos organized in chronological order. Even as Sangwoo questioned his own sanity, he mechanically opened file after file and began studying the contents like he’d never even laid eyes on them before. Despite their rather turbulent relationship, flipping through the pictures gave Sangwoo the odd feeling that he knew Jaeyoung like an old friend.


  What have you done to me, Hyung? he asked silently, the last word slipping into his thoughts without being filtered.


  It hadn’t been that long since he’d run into the asshole at the internet café, where he’d proceeded to drop several f-bombs on Sangwoo’s head before telling him he never wanted to see his face again. Back then, he’d only been a measly format error, easily resolved. But somehow, Sangwoo’s system was still malfunctioning. There was something going wrong inside him, something that refused to just disappear—like the seven cans of Black Holic that still sat in his fridge.


  Maybe, in trying to get rid of the error, he’d deleted code that was vital to his core processing. 


  Twelve days had passed since Sangwoo’s last fight with Jaeyoung. Coffee tasted flavorless, his favorite video games had lost their spark, and his mind was weighed down by depression. In my feelings was the last phrase he’d ever use to describe himself, but he couldn’t deny that he’d been at the mercy of his own emotions over the past three weeks.


  


  

    	Annoyance (MAX), Anxiety (MAX), Resentment – Duration: 2 days


    	Annoyance (Low), Anxiety (Low), Suspicion – Duration: 3 days


    	Confusion, Anger (MAX), Disorientation – Duration: 6 days


    	Depression, Anger (Low) – Duration: 12 days


  


  


  Issues one, two, and three had been resolved as soon as Jaeyoung had disappeared from Sangwoo life, since the asshole’s existence itself had been the problem. But issue four was the result of Jaeyoung’s absence. 


  For the past ten days, Sangwoo had tried his best to ignore that fact, even as his system crumbled piece by piece. However, he knew he had to take a different approach now. Pretending the problem didn’t exist hadn’t solved anything, so he’d have to delve deeper until he uncovered the foundation of the issue. 


  Sangwoo turned his mind to carefully examining the different aspects that fed into the problem at hand. What benefits had he and Jaeyoung taken away from their relationship? How had their circumstances affected those benefits?


  Often, the most complex issues had the simplest solutions. Brushing aside the irrational factors—the strange emotions he’d been feeling, how his body had been refusing to cooperate with his brain, etc.—he simply analyzed the facts of the situation. 


  Multiple paths aligned in his mind like gears clicking together, and among them, the optimal solution rose to the surface. His dissatisfaction stemmed from Jaeyoung’s absence. To rid himself of it, he just had to find a reason for the asshole to come back—and stick around.


  It was the only solution Sangwoo could think of. And he’d never been one to shy away from taking the most efficient shortcut.
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  It wasn’t long before Sangwoo put his plan into motion.


  His Pop Culture and Cultural Theory class had just ended, and he was eating lunch with Jihye in the dining hall when he said abruptly, “Hey.”


  She glanced up curiously from her bowl of stew.


  “Do you remember how I promised to take you out for a meal?”


  “Yeah?”


  “How about today?”


  Jihye’s previously impassive face brightened with a smile. Taken aback by the expression, Sangwoo couldn’t help but wonder if she was running low on cash to pay for her meals.


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


  “Olive Tree? That’s where we first ate together! I didn’t think you’d remember, Oppa! But…that place is super pricey,” she added hesitantly.


  “I know. Are you going to come or not?”


  “Yes, yes! I’ll be there!”


  Is a free meal from an expensive restaurant really something to get so excited over? Sangwoo mused. Nevertheless, he proceeded to get her number so they wouldn’t struggle to find each other. She stuttered as she recited it to him.


  “What was your last name again?”


  “Ryu.”


  He saved her as “French Major Ryu Jihye,” then slipped his phone back into his bag.


  “Hold on. Do you know what my name is?” Jihye asked suspiciously.


  “Jihye.”


  “Whoa… Nice. I didn’t think you’d remember.”


  Sangwoo briefly wondered why she seemed so eager to test his memory.


  


  Just past six o’clock, Sangwoo and Jihye were standing in line for a table at Olive Tree. Never in his life had he wasted so much time just waiting for a meal, but this time, he was willing to make an exception.


  “Looks like we’re finally up! Let’s go in.”


  A small bell jingled as an employee held the door open for them. Sangwoo stepped inside, his eyes sweeping across the spacious interior. Between the tables—which were all occupied—three servers in black aprons moved about with practiced ease.


  Across the hall, Jaeyoung was busy taking orders from one of those tables, jotting something down on a notepad. 


  His handwriting’s probably even worse than a doctor’s, Sangwoo mused. No doubt he’s the only one who can read it. 


  Soon after, Jaeyoung slipped his notepad into his apron and turned around. Sangwoo was certain their eyes met, but then Jaeyoung went speeding off toward the kitchen. Had he been mistaken?


  For some reason, Sangwoo had got it into his head that Jaeyoung would be the server who came over and took their order, just like last time. Instead, some other random member of the waitstaff was the one to do it—Jihye ordered a linguine alle vongole, and Sangwoo mindlessly pointed at something at the very top of the page.


  “Are you a fan of seafood, Oppa?” Jihye asked with a laugh as the server briskly walked away. “I remember you had lobster last time.”


  “Huh?”


  “You got impepata di cozze! Only real foodies order that stuff. I’m impressed!”


  Sangwoo had no earthly idea what she was talking about. And unfortunately for Jihye, he was too preoccupied with trying to locate Jaeyoung to expend any of his attention giving her a response. 


  He narrowed his eyes when he spotted his target exiting the kitchen and heading toward the exit—the asshole was still wearing his apron, so it was unlikely he’d clocked out. 


  Did something urgent come up? Sangwoo wondered. Or…is he trying to avoid me?




  Just as Sangwoo was getting swallowed by a sinkhole of his own pointless questions, the server came back with their food. Jihye’s dish looked fairly simple and familiar, but the monstrosity they placed in front of him was a chaotic mixture of some sort of thick red sauce and mussels. 


  Sangwoo wasn’t exactly a picky eater, but he still found the task of prying mussels out of their shells irritating. With a sigh, he gingerly began to deconstruct them with a spoon and fork.


  “Do you like it?” Jihye asked hopefully.


  “No.”


  “Oh…sorry.”


  His gaze kept flickering to the door, but even after he’d mechanically worked his way through nearly half the imposing pile of mussels, Jaeyoung was still nowhere to be seen. Overcome by the suspense of it all, Sangwoo shot up out of his seat. 


  Jihye blinked at him in surprise. “Where’re you going, Oppa?”


  “Outside. It’ll just take a few minutes,” he responded half-heartedly.


  “Hey, hold on!” she yelped. “You better not ditch me again!”


  “I’ll leave my wallet with you, then.”


  She’s a nice girl, but a little too suspicious for her own good, Sangwoo mused as he followed through on his words. Then, leaving Jihye behind with her new hostage, he hurried out of the restaurant. 


  His steps only grew more frantic as he burst through the glass doors and raced down the stairs. But after he took a flying leap down the last few steps, he paused.


  Even shrouded in shadow, Sangwoo couldn’t mistake the unique lines that made up Jaeyoung’s face. Cigarette tucked in his fingers, the asshole was leaning against the side of the building as he talked into his cellphone.


  Sangwoo’s heart began to pound. The villain before him—the one who had so meticulously dismantled his entire carefully constructed routine—had now bricked every aspect of his system. 


  After what felt like forever, Jaeyoung’s eyes shifted in Sangwoo’s direction. His irises were stained pitch-black by the darkness. It was like the two of them had been catapulted into a neo-noir video game.


  Jaeyoung frowned at the sight of him, then continued to talk to the person on the other side of his call. “Yeah, for the time being… I’m taking a break right now.”


  For a brief moment, Sangwoo thought Jaeyoung would end the call and talk to him instead. There was just something in his eyes.


  But in the end, the asshole simply looked away and took another puff of his cigarette.


  “No, you’re fine. I’m not doing anything,” he said, then placed his phone between his shoulder and neck so he could peer at his watch.


  Without thinking, Sangwoo blurted out, “Jaeyoung-sunbae.”


  Jaeyoung glared at the wall for a long moment, then slowly turned his gaze to Sangwoo.


  Looking straight into the asshole’s eyes, Sangwoo declared, “Tell them you’re busy and hang up. I have something important to say.”


  Blue


  Judging from the piles of evidence Jaeyoung had from past experience, the loyalty of an underclassmen could easily be bought with the right amount of kindness and the occasional meal. 


  There was only one person he knew who was an exception to this rule: a certain weirdo who ate food like it was simply fuel to keep the machine of his digestive system going. He’d chew up pizza with complete apathy, like it might as well have been made of dirt. Risotto was no different—he’d shovel it  into his mouth like it was the most bland thing he’d ever had the misfortune of eating. And in Jaeyoung’s opinion, the risotto in question had been pretty damn decent. It should’ve blown the weirdo’s mind after eating at the dining hall day after day. The place didn’t exactly provide a five-star dining experience.


  At this point, Jaeyoung had been in college for five years. He was more or less an expert at making underclassmen like him—he’d even started specializing his approach based on his target’s gender. 


  Guys were easy enough: order them some takeout and do a few skateboard tricks, and they were usually sold. Girls, on the other hand, were different. You had to get them food as well, but you also had to interact with them with relative frequency. To talk with them and make an effort to smile as they spoke. 


  In that sense, Sangwoo didn’t really belong to either gender.


  Jaeyoung had tried literally everything he could think of to win that weirdo over. Admittedly, he hadn’t quite been able to suppress his desire to mess with the guy on a certain number of occasions, but he’d truly done his best not to provoke him. 


  He’d limited his vocabulary to words that wouldn’t set the weirdo off, presented him with his favorite coffee every single day to help him maintain his precious routine, and basically carried their entire Intermediate Chinese skit on his back. He’d even drawn a caricature of the guy—although it’d had the opposite effect than the one he’d intended—and escorted him all the way back home on his skateboard, which was basically his finisher move. 


  There was literally nothing more he could’ve done. And yet…


  “I hope you have a nightmare.”


  …shockingly enough, none of it had worked. 


  Initially, Jaeyoung had been so frustrated that he’d almost given up on the jerk entirely, but then he’d remembered all the effort he’d already poured into winning the weirdo over. Determined, he’d come at the challenge with renewed vigor. 


  If he’s gonna keep acting like a robot, I’ll just have to approach him like one.


  The idea came to Jaeyoung one Sunday as he was watching soccer on his garbage spare laptop, which was slower than a goddamn snail. He was an obsessive bastard—one who didn’t like to give up on something once he’d started. Taking apart his own laptop just to get Sangwoo’s attention didn’t seem a bridge too far. 


  If he straight-out asked the weirdo to format his computer, Jaeyoung knew the guy would turn him down right away. If he came up with another plausible “issue,” on the other hand...


  He’d grabbed all the necessary materials and headed off to the enemy commander’s base: the internet café.


  Just as Jaeyoung had expected, the weirdo’s eyes had started to sparkle as soon as he started working on the laptop—an expression that was in stark contrast to the disinterest he treated his fellow humans with.


  It was kind of sexy, seeing him in his element. Is this why women go for that type of thing…?


  Jaeyoung had leaned against the counter and watched Sangwoo work for a long time, his interest peaked. When the weirdo had announced that he’d formatted and optimized the system—without Jaeyoung even asking him to do it—he’d found the guy kind of...cute, was the word that came to mind. 


  It was impossible to explain, honestly. Some people had the same sort of adorableness about them as a puppy, kitten, or even a rabbit, but Sangwoo didn’t have that vibe about him at all. But still...something about him struck Jaeyoung as cute.


  Being impulsive and free-spirited was something Jaeyoung took pride in, which meant he and the weirdo were polar opposites. The guy acted like he had his whole life already planned out, and even worse, he refused to ever deviate from his annoying ass schedule. Honestly, Jaeyoung would bet money that if Sangwoo woke up one day and realized that everybody else in the world had disappeared, the weirdo would still wait for the light to turn green before he crossed the goddamn road. 


  In the past, Jaeyoung would have ignored someone like Sangwoo. When he’d first been getting to know him, he’d found all the guy’s little habits and mannerisms ridiculous. But somewhere along the way, he’d started to appreciate them as something that made the weirdo unique.


  The way Sangwoo always answered his questions even though he acted like it was the last thing he wanted to do, the way he tried so hard to complete his little tasks, even the way his Chinese pronunciation was horrendous despite his impeccable spelling and grammar… Jaeyoung found it all cute. 


  Even the guy’s appearance was fascinating—his pale skin was such a sharp contrast to his all-black outfits. And when you knew that obsessive personality was hidden within… 


  He was like a cuddly little fawn that’d somehow survived World War III, only to mutate into some kind of…weird, android version of itself. And somewhere in the process, he’d gotten so out of touch with nature that he couldn’t even recognize that the things happening around him—and, to a degree, inside him—were all wrong. 


  Honestly, it was only natural that Jaeyoung was attracted to the weirdo. He was a visual animal, after all—how could he not be drawn to a creature of contrasts that looked entirely different every time one of its layers was peeled away?


  But then things had started spiraling. An unsettled feeling had crept over him. 


  Sure, it was totally fine for an upperclassman to find an underclassman cute, but where was he supposed to draw the line? Obviously, thinking the weirdo was adorable for scribbling on his nose with a marker during class was fine. But what was he supposed to do with this craving to sink his teeth into the pale skin at the guy’s nape?


  Jaeyoung had always wanted to see what Sangwoo looked like without the hat he always had glued on to his head. But when that desire had been fulfilled, he’d been swamped by a ravenous need for more. He’d wanted to strip the weirdo of his jacket, shirt, shoes, and socks. To find the answers to a variety of questions: Were his shoulders as skinny as the rest of his body? What did his toes look like? How much body hair did he have? What color were his nipples?


  You’re totally right, Sangwoo-ya. I am the scum of the earth.


  It was a good thing that Sangwoo wasn’t a mind reader—if he’d gotten a glimpse of Jaeyoung’s perverted thoughts, he would’ve reached for his phone immediately and called his best buds at the police station.


  Jaeyoung had polished his “nice upperclassman” act even as his thoughts had spun further and further out of control. Fortunately, maintaining the facade was as easy as breathing. He just had to use a low, gentle voice, smile a fuck ton, and lighten his intonation at the ends of his sentences. Seriously—that was all it took to make most people think he was the nicest guy in the world. 


  Sangwoo had been no exception. His struggle to hate the green coat guy as much as he did the red puffer jacket guy had been palpable. 


  Jaeyoung had to admit, though, it had been pretty childish of him to snap at the girl who hung out with the weirdo all the time.


  “Oh… You just seem to have more makeup on than the last time I saw you, that’s all.”


  A part of him hated himself for hurling that line at her. It was such a cliché, mean girl thing to say. But at the same time, another part of him had thought: That’s what you get for acting like you’re his girlfriend. It was only later that he’d realized she was six whole years younger than him, which meant he’d been one-sidedly feuding with a girl who’d practically been a baby during his time in high school. 


  The entire thing with Sangwoo had started as a stupid joke, but somehow, without Jaeyoung realizing it, it seemed to have spiraled into something much more bizarre and meaningful. 


  


  Around that time, Jaeyoung had started contemplating if he was romantically attracted to Sangwoo. Sure, the guy was a fucking weirdo, but Jaeyoung had always been attracted to people who piqued his curiosity. The only problem was…well, there were too many problems. 


  For one, Jaeyoung wasn’t going to be around for very long. He’d applied to the same grad school that had already accepted him in the past, and it was pretty obvious that they’d take him again, judging by the tone of their emails. But the biggest issue was that Sangwoo was a man. 


  The weirdo’s gender itself wasn’t the problem—once, a few years back, Jaeyoung had slept with a petite cutie on a whim when he’d been traveling in Europe. It was just that he’d never felt the desire to go on a date or get into a relationship with another man. He wasn’t against the idea, but…with Choo Sangwoo? The robot-like weirdo who malfunctioned at the mere thought of two guys going to a movie together?


  No matter how much Jaeyoung thought about it, he always came to the same conclusion: It wasn’t going to work out. Funnily enough, that had actually encouraged him to throw caution to the wind—why not, when they were never going to develop into anything anyway? And so, despite knowing it was being ill-received, he’d just kept poking and prodding at Sangwoo under the guise of a nice upperclassman.


  Initially, he’d only planned on messing with the weirdo for a few days. But before he’d known it, those days had turned into a week, then two weeks. As the add/drop period had neared its end, Jaeyoung had even found himself feeling slightly disappointed—time really did fly by when you were having fun. 


  Although he’d once hoped for more, it’d still been pretty gratifying to see his and the weirdo’s relationship coalesce into something closer to a friendship. Maybe that was why he’d poured so much effort into the stupid skit for Intermediate Chinese. He’d not only come up with the scenario and put together the costumes and props, he’d done all the translation and edits too, along with printing out the documents and even helping Sangwoo with his pronunciation. Considering the project was for an elective course, putting in that kind of elbow grease had been kind of an unprecedented act for him. But even after all that, he hadn’t realized he was completely screwed until the day of the skit. 


  Jaeyoung had set ten alarms the night before just in case he didn’t wake up, so he’d successfully headed over to campus on time with a bundle of costumes and props. 


  That was when he’d seen Sangwoo come walking down the hallway. The weirdo had marched forward like he was being graded on his form, even though there had been no one around but Jaeyoung to see. 


  Jaeyoung’s heart had skipped a beat. His eyes had devoured Sangwoo’s outfit, completely entranced—the old, collared navy shirt, the pair of black pants with the tiny fold at the ankles, the black baseball cap that Jaeyoung had an immense desire to send up in flames…


  Nothing about the man should’ve been attractive, and yet the sight of him had still managed to send butterflies fluttering through Jaeyoung’s stomach. 


  And so he’d just stood there, utterly dumbfounded—wearing a queue wig, of all things!— feeling distinctly like his life just turned into a romcom.




  The rupture had occurred after the skit. 


  Foolishly enough, Jaeyoung had thought Sangwoo might open up to him a bit more. But when the weirdo had taken his offer to watch a movie together and thrown it right back in his face, he’d realized just how wrong he was. 


  Did the idiot think he was trying to harass or kidnap him or something? It was the furthest thing from the truth—all Jaeyoung had wanted was to see was how Sangwoo’s robotic face looked in the dark, staring at a movie screen. 


  After everything he’d done for that jerk, couldn’t he have just said yes? Although, if Jaeyoung was being honest with himself…Sangwoo wasn’t in the wrong. Infuriating as it was, he rarely ever erred. Was there really a reason for two guys to go to the movies together, especially when one of them found being around the other a chore?


  Until that point, Jaeyoung had handled the weirdo’s rejections with a playful smile—but something had been different about that particular one. Faced with the unfortunate realization that everything he’d done had been for absolutely nothing, he’d completely flown off the handle. 


  Why exactly was it so hard for him to put on a mask around Sangwoo? Jaeyoung didn’t get it. Especially considering his acting was so good he could convince most people that he was some kind of saint. But whatever the case, the consequence of letting it slip had been the disintegration of every bit of the relationship he and the weirdo had managed to build—not that there’d been much of one in the first place. 


  Once he’d gotten back to his apartment, Jaeyoung had contemplated the situation—but he hadn’t been able to stop arguing with himself. 


  Part of him had just wanted to blow the whole thing off and say: Whatever. If he hates my guts so fucking much, I guess I’ll just get lost. But another part just kept shaking its head and insisting they at least end things on good terms.


  In the end, the thought that emerged victorious was some Frankenstein combination of both, fueled by his selfish desire to see Sangwoo again. 


  If this ends, it’s gonna end on my terms. 


  


  The following day, Jaeyoung had gone to class as usual. 


  His plan had been to walk up to Sangwoo before Embedded Systems, nonchalantly shove a movie ticket into his hand, and swagger away. That way, he’d be able to salvage some of his pride, though most of the damage had already been done.


  But the weirdo had never shown up.


  Realizing Sangwoo was planning on skipping class, Jaeyoung had been overwhelmed by a sense of betrayal. He knew how obsessed that jerk was with maintaining a pristine attendance record. It wasn’t like he’d asked the dumbass to hold his hand—he’d only wanted to watch a damn movie with him! 


  Unable to contain his injured pride, Jaeyoung had raced over to Sangwoo’s apartment and started yelling at him like some kind of toxic ex. Once upon a time, he’d wanted the weirdo to see him as a respectable upperclassman, but that ship sailed far, far away the moment he started banging on Sangwoo’s door. 


  In the end, all he’d been able to do in order to hide his disappointment and mangled pride was to declare he never wanted to see the dipshit again—just like he had after their first confrontation in the internet café. 


  


  After that incident, Jaeyoung had only gone to campus on Wednesdays for his godforsaken Ethics class. And while he was there, he made a concerted effort to stay the hell out of Sangwoo’s path. 


  He’d filled the rest of his time with drinking, playing pool, bowling, clubbing, gaming, and going to the movies with semi-flings—and before he knew it, two Wednesdays had passed. He’d managed to forget all about that weirdo! Although, he had looked at the selfie he’d taken of the two of them about fifteen separate times…


  But then, out of nowhere, Sangwoo had shown up at Olive Tree during his shift.


  The weirdo must’ve been out of his fucking mind—what the hell was wrong with him, showing up here after Jaeyoung had told him he never wanted to see his face again? It was too much—he’d seen red. 


  Overcome with frustration and rage, Jaeyoung had ducked into the kitchen and stood with his back against the wall for a few minutes. Eventually, he’d finally cooled off. 


  Think about this logically, he’d told himself. It was highly likely that Sangwoo didn’t mean anything by popping up at his place of work. He didn’t keep any “useless” data in his precise system, after all. There was no way he still remembered that Jaeyoung worked at some Italian restaurant.


  Plus, Jihye had been there too. It was obvious the two of them were on a cute little date. Jaeyoung could see it now: The next time they walked into the restaurant, they’d be holding hands. At some point, they’d wind up sleeping together, and then the wedding invitations would start showing up in the mail. Before long, Jihye would be giggling about their baby.


  Jaeyoung had told the owner of the restaurant he needed a break. Stepping outside, he’d leaned against the side of the building and pulled out a cigarette. One of his friends called him, but none of their words even began to register. He knew he must sound distracted, but found he didn’t really care. 


  The cigarette tasted particularly bitter.


  Then Jaeyoung glanced up, and realization hit him—Sangwoo had followed him out of the restaurant. The weirdo had an incredibly determined look on his face for some reason, like he was about to toss down a glove and challenge Jaeyoung to a duel.


  “Jaeyoung-sunbae.”


  The gears turned slowly in Jaeyoung’s head, creaking and groaning. He couldn’t remember the last time Sangwoo had spoken to him so politely. 


  “Tell them you’re busy and hang up. I have something important to say.”


  The weirdo’s stern tone left no room for argument. Feeling like a new recruit to the military, Jaeyoung quickly promised his friend he’d call him back and hung up. He had no idea what Sangwoo had to say—maybe the guy had come to inform him he’d be suing for emotional damage? Honestly, Jaeyoung wouldn’t have been surprised.


  There was a moment of silence. Then he asked the weirdo, “What is it?”


  “I want to talk to you, Hyung.”


  “What…?” 


  He had to be hallucinating. All the cold rejections Sangwoo had previously tossed in his face flashed through his mind.


  “Since when have I had a deadbeat like you as my hyung?” 


  “I only have a noona.”


  “I’ll pass. Also, stop acting so chummy with me.”


  Even now, Sangwoo’s voice was impassive as he said, “Let’s develop the game together. I need a skilled designer.” 


  Jaeyoung nearly scoffed in disbelief. It was clear the weirdo didn’t think his offer would be rejected. Did he seriously expect Jaeyoung to just toss everything aside and throw himself into the project with sudden vigor, shouting something like “Yes! Let’s do this!”? Although, actually…


  Jaeyoung was struck by a sudden realization. Sangwoo literally didn’t understand what happened in a relationship after two people had an argument, nor did he know how difficult it was for those involved to reconcile.


  “I’m confident in my abilities to develop the game. Working with me will also fund your study abroad experience, not to mention provide you with an excellent addition to your portfolio. I can work with any concepts or designs you’ve been wanting to try. I promise you won’t be disappointed.”


  When the hell did this asshole become a door-to-door salesman? Jaeyoung blinked in disbelief, then glared at the weirdo, who was standing there with his fists clenched dramatically at his sides like a comic-book hero ready to face down a supervillain for some reason.


  “Just…hold up,” Jaeyoung said, raising one hand to stop Sangwoo from continuing. He needed to backtrack for a moment. “What did you just say?”


  “I said I needed a skilled designer.”


  Jaeyoung shook his head. “No, no. You called me something.”


  “Sunbae?”


  “I could’ve sworn you just called me ‘Hyung.’”


  Sangwoo immediately fell silent and ducked his head slightly. The rim of his black cap covered his face. Then, he said: “My tongue slipped.”


  They both fell silent. 


  Jaeyoung’s mind was reeling. Why had that weirdo decided to call him “Hyung” all of a sudden after obsessively sticking to “Sunbae” for so long? And that wasn’t even the most confusing thing the guy had said—what the hell had driven him to try and recruit Jaeyoung for a project after treating him like radioactive waste?


  Abruptly, Sangwoo looked up at him, his eyes gleaming rebelliously. “Is there any reason why I can’t call you that? That’s how everyone else refers to you.”


  Forcing himself to remain nonchalant, Jaeyoung dropped his cigarette on the ground and put it out with the heel of his foot. His palms were positively dripping with sweat, his heart about to pound through his ribcage.


  “Yeah, well, you’re an exception.”


  Because I can’t have you giving me a fucking heart attack.


  “Fine, then.”


  Yet another awkward silence stretched between them. Sangwoo glared at the wall, the corners of his lips quivering slightly. 


  There’s something seriously wrong with me, Jaeyoung thought. How could he, even now, think the weirdo looked adorable?


  Forcing himself to look down at the ground, he focused instead on trying to figure out why Sangwoo had sought him out so randomly. But the answer was really pretty simple: the dipshit needed him.


  Sangwoo was programmed to do things with maximum efficiency. Their big, ugly fight was probably only a minor obstacle—one that was basically nonexistent—faced with his need to secure a competent collaborator. 


  In a way, the guy’s ability to never hold a grudge was admirable. But Jaeyoung was a human, not a robot. So what if Sangwoo was confident in his programming abilities? The one Jaeyoung wasn’t confident in was himself—who knew if he’d be able to keep it together, working with that weirdo?


  His pride had already been ripped to shreds and flushed down the toilet. Sangwoo could act like he hadn’t treated him like shit if he wanted, but it was too late. The critical blow had already been dealt.


  Furthermore, Jaeyoung had already spent two weeks trying to suppress his feelings and perverted desires for Sangwoo, and he wasn’t interested in prolonging his suffering. So he’d take the dipshit’s offer and throw it right back in his fa—


  “You really think you can finish it before the semester ends?”


  He should’ve turned him down. Really, Jaeyoung knew that. But…Sangwoo had never asked him for a favor before. 


  I basically rolled over as soon as that jerk threw me a bone, Jaeyoung thought, feeling more stupid and spineless than he had ever before in his life. He’d essentially wiped the slate clean between the two of them, even after all the disappointment and embarrassment Sangwoo had put him through. I’m a total fucking idiot. 


  On the other hand, maybe he was on the verge of something great? What else would have driven a robot who went into attack mode anytime he spoke to suddenly try and make a deal with him?


  I feel like I deserve the Nobel Peace Prize for this.


  “I know you’re planning on studying abroad,” Sangwoo continued. “I’m just asking for four months, including the time we’re on break. I promise I can finish it.”


  “That’s nowhere near enough time. You have classes too, in case you’ve forgotten.”


  “I’m not taking many classes this semester. And I’ll reduce the amount of hard coding I have to do by leaning more into the game’s engine,” Sangwoo declared.


  It was as if he just knew everything would work out. Where had this drive, confidence, and determination come from? It left Jaeyoung speechless. 


  And, much as he hated to admit it, it made Sangwoo’s clumsy proposal just convincing enough to work on him. 


  He liked being a helpful upperclassman. Plus, the game would definitely be a useful addition to his portfolio, and Sangwoo was a skilled developer. But if Jaeyoung was being honest, the real reason he decided to agree was that, deep down, he wanted to spend more time with the enigma that was Sangwoo.


  “Fine. I’ll do it,” Jaeyoung said, then immediately wished he could take his words back. Why the hell did I just say that?


  Immediately, Sangwoo nodded. Although it was fleeting, Jaeyoung could’ve sworn he saw the weirdo smile.


  “I’ll be in touch, Hyung,” Sangwoo said, sounding incredibly sure of himself. It was like he’d morphed into some action-movie character.


  Jaeyoung stood rooted to the spot, watching him walk away. Goosebumps ran down his arms. 


  It was a good thing that it was fairly dark outside—he didn’t even want to think about how Sangwoo would have reacted if they’d been standing in broad daylight. Surely, even a robot like that weirdo would have the ability to recognize what the bulge in Jaeyoung’s apron meant.


  Did I seriously get hard just because he called me “Hyung”?


  The world spun, fractured, then snapped back into place.


  Holy...fucking…shit.


  Just like when he tried to force his garbage laptop to run graphic design apps, he felt like his system was stuck on a blue screen. 
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  Cyan


  When Jaeyoung arrived at the meeting room, he found Sangwoo waiting for him inside, dressed in a loose navy plaid shirt and a pair of dark jeans. Making sure to sit as far away from the weirdo as possible, Jaeyoung stubbornly stared at the rim of his hat instead of making eye contact.


  “This is an improvement,” Sangwoo observed with a mocking smirk. “You were only late by twelve minutes this time.”


  Jaeyoung stayed silent, only managing an uncomfortable smile. The truth was, he’d gotten to campus an entire hour before their scheduled meeting. But he’d wasted the bulk of that time contemplating if he should even meet up with Sangwoo at all in his current state, pondering where their relationship was headed, and wondering if it wasn’t too late to back out of their agreement.


  “I got these for you, Sunbae,” Sangwoo continued. “Please help yourself.”


  Jaeyoung scanned the assortment of snacks and drinks the weirdo had placed on the table. Did his latest software update include a hospitality module or something? he wondered. But then his brain finally processed what was on offer: fermented rice drinks, sweet potato chips, honey twists, yakgwa[1]… How old did Sangwoo think he was, seventy?


  Jaeyoung popped a sweet potato chip into his mouth anyway, figuring it’d be rude to leave the snacks untouched. “Thanks, I guess…” he mumbled as he munched away. 


  When he discreetly stole a glance at the weirdo, the guy had a cold, indifferent look on his face. Judging by his expression, you would have thought Jaeyoung was some stranger who’d randomly decided to barge into the room. It left him feeling slightly disconcerted—after all, if it wasn’t for all of Sangwoo’s coaxing, he wouldn’t have agreed to help develop the game in the first place!


  Back in the alley, the weirdo’s eyes had actually sparkled as he’d spoken to him. It’d seemed like, for once, the guy had found his presence tolerable. But the way he was acting now, Jaeyoung found himself seriously contemplating if it had all been a hallucination. 


  “There are two rules that you must follow when it comes to this partnership,” Sangwoo said without any preamble. “One: You must adhere to deadlines and show up to meetings on time.”


  “Fine.”


  “Two: You must have complete and utter dedication to the project at all times.”


  Jaeyoung stayed silent.


  “If either of those conditions is too much for you, leave now.”


  It took a tremendous amount of effort for Jaeyoung to keep his face from crumpling. Of course, the logical part of him knew that Sangwoo had come to find him at the restaurant because the weirdo needed a skilled designer—nothing more, nothing less. But his stupid emotions had gotten in the way. How could they not, when Sangwoo was so much more than just a “skilled developer” to him?


  Maybe I really did imagine the spark between us yesterday, Jaeyoung mused as he sat there in silence. But…it had felt so special. In its wake, he’d been left flushed and aroused.


  “No complaints,” the weirdo said with a nod, despite the fact that Jaeyoung hadn’t said a word. “Noted.” He pulled out a piece of printed paper and handed it over. 


  Jaeyoung found himself struck speechless. If he was being honest, he’d scoffed inwardly when Sangwoo had laid out his grand plan to develop an amazing game in just four months.Sangwoo was a Comp Sci prodigy, sure, but he was also just a student. Plus, with a timeframe as limited as that, it would be basically impossible for two people to develop a game by themselves period.


  But apparently Sangwoo had meant every single word of what he’d said. The flowchart laid out before Jaeyoung’s eyes broke down everything to the last detail—from the initial planning stage to the post-development QA process.


  After a pause, Jaeyoung said, “Y’know, I think the schedule is a bit tight…especially your part.”


  The planning and design stages were definitely nothing to scoff at, but the development stage was on a whole other level. Despite their short production period, it seemed Sangwoo was aiming to launch their app simultaneously on both iOS and Android. 


  The list of tasks for the last month was particularly brutal: server integration; network, security, and performance testing; device-specific optimization… Jaeyoung might not know much about game development, but even he could tell those tasks would be incredibly time-consuming.


  But the weirdo sounded totally nonchalant as he said, “I’ll manage it just fine. Do you have any complaints about the design schedule?”


  Jaeyoung frowned. Since the outline hadn’t been fully finalized yet, his workload wasn’t as heavy as Sangwoo’s—but the early stages were going to be a problem. To keep up, he’d have to complete multiple character, item, and map designs every single day. That might’ve seemed possible to a machine like the weirdo, but he was flesh and blood!


  “No complaints. Noted,” Sangwoo said once again. He straightened in his chair, then crossed his arms and gazed across the table.


  Jaeyoung nearly flinched when he met the weirdo’s eyes. In that moment, the guy looked almost frighteningly robotic. 


  “The revenue split will be eighty-twenty. I get eighty, and you get twenty.”


  Jaeyoung honestly didn’t give a shit how the money would be split. Who knew if they would even manage to finish the project at all? And anyway, he’d only agreed to work on the game in the first place because it provided an excuse to see Sangwoo again—he wasn’t afraid to admit it. 


  What Jaeyoung did have a problem with, however, was it seemed like the weirdo was in the midst of bulldozing his way into taking complete control of the project. Which meant he needed to establish his own position before things went any further. 


  “For some reason, I don’t think that’s entirely fair,” he said snarkily.


  “I believe I’m being quite generous, actually. All the planning is already complete—your only job is to doodle a few lines. You seemed to have plenty of time in your schedule to harass me, so I assume you can devote an equal amount of time to your work.”


  “Oh, you did not just say that.”


  For all the value Sangwoo had just placed on his work, Jaeyoung might as well’ve been some scam artist who traced every one of his sketches. The words were a clear provocation—whether the weirdo had intended them to be or not—and Jaeyoung had no intention of letting sleeping dogs lie. He crossed his arms, mirroring Sangwoo’s posture, and leaned back in his chair.


  “Honestly, I don’t get why we’re talking about the revenue split already. We haven’t even started the damn project yet! Who knows—it might be a total flop. Keep it up, and I might just ditch your stupid schedule entirely.”


  “What would you like me to do, then?” Sangwoo asked calmly, seemingly completely unaffected by Jaeyoung’s cranky tone. 


  “Why are you asking me? Fix the fucking schedule! You’re the one who made it!”


  “How would you fix it?”


  Jaeyoung scoffed. “By scrapping it, obviously. There’s no way it’s gonna work.”


  “All right,” Sangwoo agreed stoically, giving him a nod. “I suppose it would be difficult to finish revisions today, so I’ll give you until our next meeting. Your assistance will make you an active participant in the planning process, so I’ll change the revenue split to fifty-fifty.”


  “What…?”


  Realization hit—he’d fallen right into the weirdo’s trap. The bastard had never intended to plan out everything by himself.


  Jaeyoung’s mouth swung open indignantly, but before he could get a word out, Sangwoo had already shoved a document outlining the game’s initial concept in his face. It was the same one he’d seen before.


  “You said this ‘sucked ass’ the last time I showed it to you. Find a way to make it more entertaining by our next meeting, or I’m keeping it. Revisions are due by midnight the day before the meeting. You can send them to the email address on the paper here.”


  Jaeyoung reflexively glanced at the schedule and scoffed in disbelief. The “next meeting” was tomorrow, which meant the revisions were due in seven hours.


  “You’re kidding, right?”


  “We’re running on a tight schedule. We don’t have time to waste on planning,” Sangwoo responded coolly as he gathered up all the documents and slipped them in his backpack. When he stood up, he didn’t even look Jaeyoung’s direction. 


  Now, Jaeyoung had figured the meeting wouldn’t go exactly as he’d envisioned, but Sangwoo acting like some cutthroat businessman hadn’t been on his bingo card either. Where was the special connection he’d felt between them the night before? It seemed to have vanished without a trace. 


  Without thinking, Jaeyoung asked, “Leaving already?”


  “I can’t stay with you for long.”


  “How come?”


  “I’d prefer to keep my reasons to myself,” the weirdo responded cryptically. 


  Jaeyoung raised an eyebrow. In his opinion, he was pretty good at picking up on subtle cues, but he couldn’t begin to guess why Sangwoo was rushing out of the room like it was on fire. He stared at the table in front of him as the door swung open, waiting for the weirdo to leave.


  You know what? he muttered inwardly. Maybe this is a good thing. Better to keep business and pleasure separate, and all…


  But he still couldn’t stave off a pang of disappointment. 


  “Oh, I almost forgot,” Sangwoo said.


  Jaeyoung’s head shot up, his gaze colliding with the weirdo’s. The rim of the guy’s black hat cast a dark shadow over his unreadable eyes. 


  “Moving forward, please do not touch me without warning. It makes me incredibly uncomfortable.”


  Could Sangwoo see through him, to the filthy desire coiled in his mind? Jaeyoung definitely didn’t think so, but he felt exposed all the same. A blush crept across his face as his pride crumpled beneath the weirdo’s blow. 


  But Sangwoo wasn’t done. “Please be especially careful not to apply pressure to the top of my head, grab my forearm, or whisper directly in my ear,” he continued relentlessly.


  “Yeah, yeah, whatever.”


  “I’ll see you at our next meeting, then.”


  “Dude, just say you’ll see me tomorrow. It’s not like the meeting’s in a few days.”


  “My wording is up to my own discretion.”


  With that, Sangwoo turned and left, leaving Jaeyoung to try and make sense of what’d just happened. He felt as if a hurricane had swept through the room, leaving him disoriented and confused and surrounded by snacks and drinks he’d never asked for.


  What the hell…?


  Mobile game development wasn’t one of Jaeyoung’s areas of interest, nor had it ever been. He certainly wasn’t desperate enough to sacrifice the next few months of his life grinding away on some insane schedule just to work in the field. And yet, he’d agreed to do just that—for one reason and one reason only. The damn word “hyung.”


  However, when he’d stepped into the meeting room, he’d been greeted by a workaholic maniac, not the cute underclassman he’d been hoping for.


  Well, this is fucking lame…


  Jaeyoung started picking up the small mountain of snacks and drinks. It took him so long he was late to meet up with his friend. 


  ⌘W


  “You wanna develop a game in four months during school? And it’s just the two of you?” 


  Jaeyoung’s friend frowned incredulously as he leaned on the pool table with his arm, lined up his cue, and took a shot. His form was flashy enough he looked like he was recording a shot for a movie, but he missed spectacularly.


  “You don’t think it’s gonna work?” Jaeyoung asked as he walked around the table.


  “I mean…depends on what sort of game you’re aiming for and how high a quality you want it to be. Technically, you could make a simple fixed shooter in a day if you really wanted to.”


  “The guy I’m working with is supposed to be some kinda coding genius. I think he’s hoping for, like, tens of millions of won in profits.”


  Jaeyoung’s friend scoffed. “Yeah, no way in hell! He’s scamming you, bro.”


  “You think so?” 


  Jaeyoung chuckled as he gripped his own cue, bent over the table, and slid the long pole back and forth under his index finger a few times. Unfortunately, all his careful adjustments went up in smoke when he got a text notification and his concentration shattered into a million pieces. When another beep followed, he begrudgingly set the cue down to check his phone.


  


  [Unknown Number: You have five minutes until the deadline.] 11:55 p.m.


  [Unknown Number: I wanted to send a reminder, since you haven’t emailed me yet.] 11:55 p.m.


  


  Scowling in annoyance, Jaeyoung shoved his phone back into his pocket. The texts were an unwelcome reminder of the apathetic gaze Sangwoo had turned on him, as if nothing had happened between them. Although, if he asked the weirdo himself, the jerk would probably deny anything had.


  Jaeyoung’s grip on his cue tightened until his knuckles were white. Pursing his lips, he reassumed his position and struck the white ball hard, putting a spin on it. It slid across the table and hit the red ball, sending it into one of the corner pockets.


  “What kinda witchcraft was that?” his friend exclaimed in surprise.


  “It’s pure skill, dumbass.”


  Jaeyoung stepped aside, and his friend made a big show of bending over the table and carefully aiming the cue with all the grandeur of a professional player. He took another shot. 


  “You said the guy’s the same major as me, right? What’s his name?”


  “Choo Sangwoo.”


  “Hmm… Nope, doesn’t ring a bell. Guess I’m getting too old to remember young’uns like him…”


  “He’s only two years below you,” Jaeyoung said with a snort. “You probably know him. He’s the freshman who made a scene during the welcome party when we were juniors. Y’know, Mr. ‘I can drink, but I do not wish to at this particular moment.’”


  “Oh, that weirdo? Yeah, yeah, I remember him. I bet he’s a fucking genius when it comes to developing shit, but when it comes to working in a team…” He trailed off, shrugging.


  Tell me about it, Jaeyoung thought, but he stayed silent as he aimed his cue again. He and the weirdo made a perfect pair, really—an underclassman who sucked at working with other people, and an upperclassman who got a boner just because said underclassman called him “hyung.” 


  When he took his next shot, Jaeyoung accidentally put way too much force behind the cue. Strangely though, the ball curved, and it made it into the pocket by a very thin margin. It was almost like…witchcraft really was at work. 


  His friend gave a low whistle. “You’re on a roll, dude.”


  Jaeyoung’s phone went off just as he was about to reply. Frowning, he grabbed it and checked the screen, only to see an incoming call was coming in from the same unknown number as before. 


  Jaeyoung declined it. It was probably just a certain someone trying to hound him now that his precious deadline had passed. 


  The next few minutes passed in relative silence as Jaeyoung and his friend traded turns hunching over the pool table, focusing on lining up their shots. Though his friend wasn’t half bad, it looked like Jaeyoung was going to win the game by a landslide. 


  He was taking a break to stretch his back when his phone rang again—this time with a call instead of a text. His first assumption was it was Sangwoo calling to bitch at him, but the mystery caller was phoning from a landline. 


  The gears in Jaeyoung’s head spun into furious motion. His grandfather had been known to call him from random hotels in the past, since he didn’t have a phone. Plus, no way did Sangwoo have a landline in that tiny apartment. 


  In the end, Jaeyoung picked up. “Hello?”


  “This is Choo Sangwoo.”


  


  


  


  

    [1] Yakgwa is a deep-fried traditional Korean sweet with a subtle honey and ginger flavor, commonly shaped like a round disc or a flower.


  




  Jaeyoung held his breath, unsure of what to say.


  “I decided to call because you still haven’t emailed me. Is something prohibiting you from meeting the deadline we agreed upon?”


  The weirdo’s voice was drier than fucking tree bark. 


  It was the perfect chance for Jaeyoung to say he didn’t want to work on the project anymore. After all, free will was a thing. But somehow, knowing that Sangwoo was on the other end of that call…he just couldn’t do it. He couldn’t bring himself to say the words.


  “I’m pretty busy, actually,” he finally managed to mutter.


  “Sunbae.”


  “Yeah?”


  “I can hear billiard balls.”


  There wasn’t any judgment in Sangwoo’s calm, impassive voice, but Jaeyoung suddenly felt like a kid being scolded by his parents.


  “I’ll have everything together by tomorrow’s meeting.”


  “Please make an effort to be more punctual next time.”


  Sangwoo fell silent for a moment, and Jaeyoung heard a baby crying in the background. Apparently, the weirdo was borrowing his neighbor’s phone just so he could yell at Jaeyoung.


  “I’m hanging up.”


  “Okay.”


  Jaeyoung sighed as he slipped his phone back into his pocket. He didn’t feel motivated to work on the stupid project in the slightest, but he couldn’t back out of it either. When he glanced at the pool table, he didn’t even feel like playing anymore.


  “I’ll pay for the table,” he said to his friend. “I gotta go. See ya.”


  “Seriously? Come on, bro!” 


  His friend threw up his hands in annoyance, but Jaeyoung headed back to his apartment without saying another word.


  


  [Me: currently cleaning up ur goddamn mess] 02:47 a.m.


  [Han Sooyoung: u think it’s that bad???] 02:47  a.m.


  [Me: ur kidding right] 02:48  a.m.


  [Han Sooyoung: LOLOLOLOLOLoloOLOLOLOL] 02:49  a.m.


  [Han Sooyoung: this is hilarious frrrrr] 02:49  a.m.


  [Han Sooyoung: when do u wanna go out for drinks?] 02:49  a.m.


  [Me: wanna explain why tf you came up with such a garbage first draft??] 02:53  a.m.


  [Han Sooyoung: That wasn’t my first draft actually :/ the developer was sooooo fking stubborn] 02:54  a.m. 


  [Han Sooyoung: he asked me to change everything so I did :’) i suggest u do the same!! just think it as a good experience] 02:54  a.m.


  [Me: fuck off] 02:55  a.m.


  [Han Sooyoung: lolololol gl!!] 02:55  a.m.


  


  The initial draft for Veggie Man was so terrible that it left Jaeyoung totally stumped. He went through draft after draft, then felt a surge of rage when he realized he was ninety percent of the way through an all-nighter. The fact he was starting to see Sangwoo as a romantic interest was problematic enough on its own, but now he also had to put up with being stuck on a project that was basically doomed from the very beginning? It was fucking ridiculous.


  At this point, the game’s success had become a matter of Jaeyoung’s pride—if his name was going to be attached to it, he had to ensure it was at least of decent quality. However, coming up with an entirely new game concept wasn’t something he could do in just a couple of hours. And to make matters worse, he was feeling severely lacking in the motivation department. Unsurprisingly, it was kinda hard to summon the urge to put in any effort for a guy who treated you like radioactive waste.


  Once again, Jaeyoung found his thoughts had circled back to Sangwoo. He heaved a sigh. How could he have developed such a massive crush on a machine? Not to mention one merciless enough to try and bully him into coming up with a bunch of quality designs in just one day.


  I wish I could never see that stupid weirdo again…but I also miss him.


  It felt like his heart had turned into a seesaw, tipping back and forth. 


  Jaeyoung’s pen spun faster and faster between his fingers. No matter what he wanted to do, he couldn’t just show up to the meeting empty-handed. 


  He uncapped the pen and got back to work. 


  


  ⌘W


  


  “Given how much pride you seem to take in your originality, I had high expectations. But I must admit, I’m disappointed.”


  Even though Jaeyoung had braced himself for this very outcome, he was barely able to hold back a scowl at Sangwoo’s words. Crossing his arms, he forced himself to remain calm.


  “The name and basic outline are unchanged,” Sangwoo continued. “The only thing that’s different is the character design… And do you actually believe these align with our game concept?”


  Sangwoo placed the three pieces of paper with the character designs on the desk, but Jaeyoung’s attention was drawn to the fingers that had held them instead. Objectively, they were pretty damn far from pretty or delicate—the knuckles were pronounced, like many men’s were. But for some reason, Jaeyoung still found himself overcome with an inexplicable desire to place each digit in his mouth and curl his tongue around them one by one. His eyes followed the weirdo’s hand as he pulled the rim of his hat down slightly, then tucked it beneath the meeting room table alongside the other. 


  “As I’ve told you already, this game is for children,” Sangwoo said, abruptly breaking Jaeyoung out of his trance. “That means our customer base will be new parents. Do you actually believe they’ll let their children play a game like this?”


  Jaeyoung glared across the table at Sangwoo, but his gaze was partially blocked by the weirdo’s hat. “Care to explain?”


  Sangwoo’s lips, previously in a straight line, twisted unhappily. A single digit emerged from beneath the desk to point at the first of the three characters. 


  Once again, Jaeyoung found his gaze drawn to that finger. The nail that crowned it was a little too short, suggesting it had been trimmed recently. Still, there was enough left of the pale crescent at the end to keep him spellbound. 


  “One: This eggplant looks like a thug suffering from kidney disease. I wasn’t aware that we were developing a horror game.”


  Sangwoo pushed the paper aside and pointed at the second character.


  “Two: It’s impossible to tell if this is supposed to be lettuce or celery. I expect something better for an educational game.”


  With the first two characters having been ruthlessly rejected, Jaeyoung readied himself for another round of verbal beatdown.


  “Three: It doesn’t make sense for a potato to walk around on its own sprouts. It also looks scary. Can you really not come up with a better mode of transportation for this character?”


  Jaeyoung could only manage a scoff of disbelief. If he was being honest, seeing the absurd plan Sangwoo had come up with had made him completely lose faith in the weirdo, but now it seemed like he actually did have some standards. He couldn’t even brush off the guy’s criticism—he’d made a couple valid points. 


  Jaeyoung took a long look at the character designs, starting to see them in a new light. The eggplant was admittedly a bit monstrous, mainly due to his personal art preferences. He had struggled to find a way to give the potato legs, botching his original design by giving up and making the sprouts longer. Even he’d thought it looked pretty fucking weird. As for the lettuce, well…he’d just been trying to fill up the last page. 


  Still, none of that meant Jaeyoung was gonna lie down and let Sangwoo smack him around. 


  “What the hell did you expect?!” he erupted, banging a fist on the meeting room table. “You only gave me one fucking day to work on this shit!”


  To be clear, despite this outburst, Jaeyoung hadn’t even dedicated a full hour to creating his designs—in fact, they’d taken him all of…seven minutes? Still, confidence was everything, and forcing a designer to complete work with such a short turnaround was a sign of incompetence.


  And yet, when Sangwoo responded, he didn’t seem to be feeling an ounce of shame. 


  “I would not have such high expectations if I was working with someone else. But I am working with you, Sunbae.”


  Jaeyoung’s mouth dropped open. If the weirdo had criticized him further, he could’ve have easily summoned a retort. But when he said things like that…


  All the fight drained from Jaeyoung’s limbs, and his chest tightened painfully. Sure, he could try to tell Sangwoo that he’d been fucking around when he made those designs, but there was no way the jerk would actually believe him. 


  “We’ll go with the original draft,” Sangwoo announced.


  “No,” Jaeyoung countered immediately.


  “Do you have a backup plan in mind?”


  Subjected to the icy coldness of Sangwoo’s gaze, Jaeyoung found himself grateful to the weirdo’s stupid black hat for once. At least it had the decency to shield him from half of the jerk’s intense stare.  


  “I’ll redo the entire thing,” he said.


  “We don’t have the time.”


  “Yeah, yeah, I’ll get it done by our next meeting! When is it, anyway…? Monday?”


  Jaeyoung scowled. Now that he was taking a closer look at the schedule, it seemed Sangwoo had scheduled them to have one of these stupid meetings every single day except for Saturday and Sunday, when the weirdo was supposed to be at work. It was almost obsessive. 


  Given how much Sangwoo had gone on about how busy they were going to be, Jaeyoung had thought most of their communication would be over email. But it seemed like the weirdo had so little trust in him that he’d made arrangements to monitor him nearly twenty-four seven.  


  Jaeyoung glanced at Sangwoo’s lips, which were pressed together in a thin line. Maybe, if he actually produced something that met the guy’s lofty standards, he could get them to spout a compliment for once.


  “I’ll be in touch, Hyung.”


  The voice sounded much warmer in Jaeyoung’s mind than it had in reality, he was sure. Still, even though that was the only time Sangwoo had treated him like a human being over the course of their entire relationship, it had been enough to completely throw Jaeyoung out of order. He shook his head violently, trying to stop the memory from taking over his mind.


  “In that case, I’ll give you the whole weekend to work on it,” Sangwoo said in a generous tone, although he was only giving Jaeyoung a couple more days. “Please email me the finished product by midnight on Sunda—”


  “Nope. Not doing it. Don’t call me and nag about it either.”


  “Why?”


  “That’s not how I work, okay? Sometimes I spend all day not doing anything productive, but I still get things done a few hours before the deadline.”


  Sangwoo’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t look very happy. “Basically, you’re a ticking time bomb.”


  “A proper leader can manage people well regardless of how they work. Plus, trust me—I’ve never missed an important deadline in the past.”


  “Do you consider this project to be important?”


  “Hmm… Kinda, I guess. Depends on how important you make it for me.”


  “Very ambiguous.”


  Sangwoo’s face remained totally impassive as he began to pack up his things, signaling yet another early end to their meeting. The weirdo didn’t even spare Jaeyoung another glance—just carefully zipped up his backpack, slung it across his shoulder, and walked over to the door. But after he’d pushed it halfway open, he turned his head to face Jaeyoung.


  “I’ll see you at the next meeting.”


  “Leaving already?”


  “Yes.”


  “Aaand lemme guess. You still won’t tell me why you’re leaving so early.”


  “Correct.”


  The weirdo stepped through the door, and it clicked shut behind him. 


  For a long moment, Jaeyoung just stared at where Sangwoo had been sitting. It was no surprise they weren’t getting along—they were polar fucking opposites. They were bound to clash no matter the topic of conversation, which meant the rift between them would only grow wider over time. And if Jaeyoung ever tried to get chummy, Sangwoo would push him away by snapping at him like some kind of overbearing, micromanaging boss instead of responding in kind. 


  And yet, despite knowing all of this, Jaeyoung had walked right into Sangwoo’s trap, baited by the possibility he’d be able to pursue his own personal interests. Now, the logical part of his brain was screaming at him, reminding him he didn’t have to endure Sangwoo’s verbal abuse and that he would benefit much more in the long run if he just quit the project. 


  But unfortunately, Jaeyoung wasn’t willing to take such a large blow to his pride.


  Just you wait and see, you fucker.


  In his imagination, Sangwoo gaped at the sight of his new character design. His eyes sparkled as he clasped his hands together in delight. “You really are the best, Hyung!” he gushed in a completely uncharacteristic manner.


  Jaeyoung scoffed bitterly, scooping up his rejected designs before carelessly folding them in half. He’d finally found the motivation needed to get to work on the project.


  


  ⌘W


  


  Despite his initial determination, Jaeyoung found himself struggling to come up with designs that would satisfy his robot of an employer. Though he sat at his desk, all his materials at the ready, any bit of concentration he managed to gather was scattered to the wind whenever he thought of Sangwoo’s infuriatingly impassive face. No matter what he came up with, he could practically hear the weirdo’s voice echoing in the back of his mind: “How disappointing. I was wrong to have so much faith in your abilities. Let’s go with the original designs.” 


  The words unsurprisingly came easily to his imaginary Sangwoo’s lips—after all, in hisworld,  all you had to do to create art was doodle a few lines.


  


  Jaeyoung came up with a few character designs on Friday, then tossed them all in the garbage and went out to drink with his friends. They flocked to a K-BBQ place near campus for some soju and pork belly, then sat down at a bar in Yeonseok-dong[1] for cocktails. After dancing at a club for a couple hours and chugging a few cans of beer, there was no way his fingers could even hold a pen.


  Half of Saturday was spent nursing his hangover. A bowl of haejang-guk[2]brought him back to life later in the evening, after which he watched two movies back-to-back. 


  Finally, on Sunday—after sleeping in until early afternoon—Jaeyoung sat back down at his desk. Fortunately, inspiration came to him right away, and his first quick doodle ended up looking pretty decent. The character was gender-neutral, with frizzy red hair tied up in a ponytail and a laser gun in each hand. The genre, he decided, would be survival with action/adventure elements and a weapon system based on character evolution. The setting could be in a steampunk dystopia. 


  After sketching a scene of the character attached to a parachute, floating downward as a building exploded in the background, Jaeyoung turned his focus to creating two separate sketches of their evolutions. The first involved the character growing a set of wings, while the second showed them evolving into a jaguar form. 


  When he was finished, Jaeyoung was certain that nobody in their right mind would compare his work to Sooyoung’s sad little carrot man—not even Sangwoo. He grabbed a sticky note, scribbled down a few lines about the game’s concept and storyline, and stuck it on the design.


  Now, he was more than ready for tomorrow’s meeting.


  Totally satisfied, Jaeyoung went out for dinner. One of his friends from high school had just opened a webfoot octopus restaurant, and he’d invited Jaeyoung to come and check it out. 


  After dinner, Jaeyoung headed to a small auditorium to watch an indie artist perform live. 


  All in all, it was a good day.


  


  ⌘W


  


  


  


  

    [1] “-dong” is a suffix for neighborhoods within the city. 


  


  

    [2] Haejang-guk is an umbrella term for Korean soups eaten as a hangover cure—most commonly a hearty, spicy beef bone broth, though lighter variations like soybean sprout soup are also included.


  




  “It could work…if we were developing this game for PC users.”


  Fuck! Jaeyoung swore inwardly. The second rejection stung even more than the first. 


  Sangwoo rummaged in his folder a bit before producing a thick packet of paper. “Here is an analysis of the top hundred games that are currently on the Android and iOS app stores,” he began mechanically. “Sixty-eight percent are simple arcade, action, or puzzle mini-games. While RPGs make up about eleven percent of the list, all of them were developed by large companies. This strongly suggests that the plan you’ve suggested cannot be implemented as a mobile game by just two of us in four months.”


  “You’re the one who said you’d work with whatever idea I wanted to try out,” Jaeyoung grumbled back. 


  “Yes, within reason.” 


  Sangwoo pushed Jaeyoung’s character designs aside, his face as flat and emotionless as ever. The cold, swift rejection left Jaeyoung dumbfounded, and he sat there silently for a long moment.


  “I understand why you made the mistake, since you haven’t ever played mobile games before,” Sangwoo continued. “But now I’d like you to focus on the original draft instead of wasting any more of our time.”


  The words snapped Jaeyoung out of his daze. “No.”


  “What is it now?” 


  Although Sangwoo’s voice was still monotonous, Jaeyoung could detect a hint of irritation in his words. But instead of responding right away, he took a moment of contemplation: Why exactly was he cowering like he’d screwed everything up when Sangwoo was being a jerk and trying to enforce an insane schedule? He was acting like some rookie designer—which he absolutely fucking wasn’t. 


  Springing to his feet, Jaeyoung slammed both his hands on the meeting room table. “I promise your precious time won’t be wasted,” he declared as Sangwoo slowly looked up at him. “Just give me one more day.”


  It wasn’t actually a request—Jaeyoung fully planned on giving himself another day whether Sangwoo allowed it or not. However, what happened next completely upset his expectations. 


  The weirdo glanced away slightly and sighed. “Fine.”


  Huh…? Did he actually say that? Jaeyoung stared at the weirdo intently, fighting the urge to demand, “Who are you and what have you done with Sangwoo?”


  Clearing his throat, Sangwoo began to gather all the documents on the table into a neat stack. Yet again, Jaeyoung found himself studying his side profile, angular fingers, and bony wrists. Then he snapped back to his senses and quickly walked over to the door. But just as he took a step out of the meeting room, he heard Sangwoo’s low voice behind him.


  “You’re a hard person to work with, Sunbae.”


  “Yeah, well, you’re certainly one to talk,” Jaeyoung grumbled back. He didn’t even ask when their next meeting would be before he resumed walking. “See ya tomorrow.”


  “I will.”


  


  It was a little past five o’clock. Jaeyoung’s original plan had been to grab dinner with a friend and then go clubbing, but instead, he headed straight to the on-campus art studio. 


  The underclassman who’d been assigned the desk next to his blinked in surprise when Jaeyoung appeared, which was understandable—seeing him in the studio had become as rare as a bigfoot sighting. Though he’d requested a spot, he hadn’t had any reason to use it lately since he didn’t have any projects to work on.


  Jaeyoung turned on the PC on his desk—which appeared to have sat there untouched as some ancient relic for the entire time he’d been absent—slid into his seat, and cracked his knuckles.


  “What are you doing here, Hyung?” the underclassman asked reverently.


  “Got something to do. Where’s Yoona?”


  “Um…not sure. She was here just a few minutes ago…”


  As he waited for the PC to boot up, Jaeyoung went on his phone and looked at which games had the top rankings on the app store. The list was full of intriguing action games; there was no way a children’s game would survive in that kind of market. But more importantly, the stupid Veggie Man game concept just didn’t suit him as a designer.


  When the home screen of the PC finally popped up, Jaeyoung pulled up an empty document and typed: “Design Proposal.” He didn’t usually see the point in adhering to dull formalities, but since Sangwoo was so obsessed with them, he figured he’d play along for once.


  


  Section 1 - Market Research and Popular Game Analysis


  Section 2 - Genre Change Proposal


  Section 3 – Title Change Proposal


  Section 4 - Concept and Storyline


  Section 5 - Characters, Weapons, Monster Designs, and Setting


  


  Jaeyoung’s fingers flew across the keyboard as his eyes darted between his phone and the computer screen, analyzing the existing data while simultaneously crafting a new proposal. As for his crumpled pride, it was shoved into a distant corner, where it squirmed and shouted futile protests.


  He finished the market analysis in no time, then decided their game would be a side-scrolling shooter. After a brief moment of contemplation, he added a few lines of text describing it as a “retro game with platform-jumping action,” and left the title blank. It felt like his head was a boiling pot overflowing with ideas, the fire underneath fueled by his anger.


  Imaginary brushstrokes painted a picture in mind: a sprawling farm, contaminated with cosmic materials after being struck by a meteorite. Only the mutated vegetables, enhanced by the meteorite’s mysterious power, were capable of subduing the animals that had been transformed into grotesque monsters. The plot revolved around a scientist who was obsessed with winning a Nobel Prize in biology—he would try to approach the center of the farm for “research purposes.”


  Jaeyoung grabbed the first piece of paper within reach and quickly sketched an image of the mad scientist swinging a carrot like a sword. As always, the hardest part was getting started—once that design was complete, more flooded out of him one after another. The radish became a club, the corn turned into a rifle, the seeds became bullets, the pumpkin turned into dynamite, the potatoes became grenades, and the lettuce became booby traps.


  His pen moved fervently, like his life depended on it. The intensity of his focus was so extreme he didn’t even realize his phone was ringing until Seongjin—the underclassman with the desk next to him—tapped on his shoulder.


  Without even looking, Jaeyoung said, “It’s probably Yoona. Just tell her I can’t make it.”


  “Got it! Hello? It’s me, Seongjin. Yeah, Jaeyoung-hyung said he can’t make it… Not sure. I think he’s working on something super important… No, I have no idea what it is. Uh, I don’t think he’s totally lost it yet… Hyung, she wants to talk to you.”


  “Tell her I’m not going.”


  “Noona, Jaeyoung-hyung just said he’s definitely not going. No clue. I’m the wrong target for your f-bomb, you know… I swear I have no idea what he’s doing, Noona. I’m hanging up, okay? Yeah…” Seongjin quickly ended the call and handed the phone back to Jaeyoung. “She said she’s gonna murder you.”


  Ignoring his comment, Jaeyoung snatched the phone back and checked the app store to see if there were any other games that followed a concept similar to his. He smirked proudly after a moment—of course, no one had. He was the only one who could possibly come up with such a unique idea. 


  Giving himself an invisible pat on the back, Jaeyoung went back to the character designs. Curious, Seongjin snuck closer, glancing at the paper.


  “Fuck, that’s so awesome!” he exclaimed in wonder. “What’s this for?”


  “My study abroad funds,” Jaeyoung responded, then chuckled under his breath. 


  How was it that he’d gotten so immersed in this stupid project that he’d flaked on a friend at the last minute? It was unbelievable. He had to give it to Sangwoo—the jerk had actually convinced him to get his lazy ass off the couch.


  This time, he would definitely extract a compliment from Sangwoo’s lips instead of a biting remark. He was sure of it.


  Gritting his teeth, Jaeyoung gripped his pen tighter.


  


  ⌘W


  


  When the time for their next meeting arrived, Jaeyoung showed up fully prepared. He had three different drafts in his arsenal: the first one, which he’d poured his heart and soul into, and two filler drafts he’d brought just in case. The perfectly written proposal he’d brought two copies of, their corners stapled neatly. He’d even paid special attention to his outfit, not that Sangwoo would ever notice.


  “Hmm…” Sangwoo rumbled as he flipped through the proposal. 


  Jaeyoung fidgeted nervously, wishing he knew what was going through the weirdo’s computer of a brain. His face was as emotionless as usual, but Jaeyoung could detect the slightest of smiles on his lips…or at least, he thought he could. 


  Forcing himself to appear nonchalant, Jaeyoung made a show of leaning back in his chair. Assuming an air of arrogance, he looked down his nose at Sangwoo.  


  When at last the weirdo spoke, it was to ask, “Are you fluent in English, Sunbae?”


  The question was probably in reference to the title Jaeyoung had suggested: Veggie Venturer. Even though he doubted he’d see the project through to the end, the name “Veggie Man” was simply too tragic. Veggie Venturer was easier to shorten too—they could go with VeVen or VV. 


  “I’m decent,” Jaeyoung responded.


  “How surprising. You have many talents.”


  “That’s rich coming from you. I know you’re bilingual too.”


  Sangwoo contemplated this for a moment. “That’s correct. I can speak Korean and Chinese.”


  “I was talking about Korean and code, actually. You’re fluent in both, right?”


  For a moment, Sangwoo stared blankly at Jaeyoung, his face filled with incomprehension. A beat later, he narrowed his eyes. “Please make an effort to sound less uneducated in the future. Do you have any idea how many programming languages exist? You essentially just insinuated I was fluent in six languages.”


  The weirdo stiffly turned his gaze back to the proposal. His fingers flipped the page once, then twice, but he didn’t make any comments suggesting anything needed to be changed. Jaeyoung’s hawk-like gaze even caught a tiny nod.


  Strangely enough, Jaeyoung found himself feeling even more anxious than he’d been while waiting for the results of a competition he’d dedicated six months of his life to.


  Then, just a moment later, Sangwoo’s face began to shift. The change was miniscule, and Jaeyoung would’ve missed it if he hadn’t been looking for it—the faintest hint of a smile tugged at Sangwoo’s emotionless lips, and his icy eyes curved into two crescent moons. In all honesty, the sight almost took Jaeyoung’s breath away.


  “This character looks like you,” Sangwoo said.


  “How come?” he barely managed to respond.


  “It just does.”


  Jaeyoung quickly reviewed the three character designs he’d come up with in his head: a mad scientist, a weird-looking skeleton, and a person with a ginormous head that was practically the same size as their body. None of them made a flattering comparison. 


  But Sangwoo seemed oblivious to Jaeyoung’s inner turmoil. He silently placed the proposal on the desk, then looked at him across the table. When their gazes met, Jaeyoung witnessed something he’d never seen before, something special. Sangwoo’s had widened slightly and were abuzz with excitement. 


  “Good job.”


  The words were simple and brief, but they provided the affirmation Jaeyoung had been longing so desperately for. His chest swelled with pride. To think—he’d gotten a compliment out of the most meticulous, robotic developer in the world.


  Alas, the hint of emotion slipped away from Sangwoo’s face just as quickly as it had appeared. He regarded Jaeyoung calmly as he announced, “We’ll go with the third character design.”


  “Huh?”


  The moment shattered. Jaeyoung snatched up the proposal and flipped through the pages, searching for the first character, the one he had spent the most time and effort on—the mad scientist with frizzy silver hair, spiral glasses, and abnormally large hands and feet. He had made sure to show the man’s bulging muscles through the rips in his lab coat. Just the coloring process alone had taken over an hour.


  He flipped through two more pages and landed on the third character design, which was a clumsily drawn pair of characters—one male, one female—he’d come up with in five minutes as filler. The male character looked just like Sangwoo, with pale skin, sharp eyes, thin limbs, and loose clothes. The only thing was missing was his hat.


  “That’s supposed to be you, correct?” Sangwoo asked, pointing right at the female character. 


  A scowl formed on Jaeyoung’s face as he tried to determine if the weirdo was trying to screw with him or not. He had to be insulting him, right? The character had an orange bob and large eyes that took up nearly half of her face—she looked absolutely nothing like him.


  Quickly shaking off his shock, Jaeyoung said, “Personally, I really like the first design.”


  “I prefer the third one.”


  Jaeyoung shook his head sternly. He happened to be pretty damn good at advocating for himself as a designer, even if that quality wasn’t reflected in his personal life. It was a skill he’d acquired after having to cater to too many clients who preferred designs that were “simple yet decorative” or “monotone yet colorful.” And so, for the next two minutes, he passionately explained why the first character design was a perfect fit for their overall concept. 


  Sangwoo nodded at the end of his speech. “Thank you for sharing. We’ll go with the third character design.”




  “The mad scientist gives the adventure a sense of purpose! What do this young man and woman have to do with the plot? Huh?”


  “You have a valid point. However, I am going to go with the third character design.”


  Jaeyoung threw his hands up in frustration. “But why?”


  “It’s a conclusion I’ve come to after considering every possible factor available to me,” Sangwoo replied, sounding uncharacteristically vague. 


  There was only one conclusion Jaeyoung could come to: something about those stupid characters with enormous heads had captivated the fucking weirdo.


  “Come on, let’s just do the first one…”


  “No.”


  It was obvious that Sangwoo wasn’t going to yield in the slightest.


  “Fine! Whatever,” Jaeyoung said with a sigh. 


  There was no point in arguing about it, anyway—now that he’d achieved his goal, he could abandon the project with his pride intact.


  Sangwoo carefully slipped the proposal in his folder and looked at Jaeyoung. “When you digitize the characters, please separate them into parts. Keep in mind that you’ll need to add animation later. You can keep the original files, but please send them to me in PNG format with the correct size. I’ll email you the guidelines later, along with the specification and size charts. Please make sure to adhere to them. As for the title…”


  Jaeyoung stared blankly at Sangwoo with his chin propped up on one hand, watching the weirdo’s lips move. Everything else seemed to fade away, and Sangwoo’s words turned to gibberish in his ears—he might as well have been listening to birdsong or the barking of a neighborhood dog. It was only when Sangwoo finally stopped talking that his senses snapped back into place.


  “Are you all right?” Sangwoo asked flatly.


  “No.”


  “Perhaps you’re feeling tired after putting so much work into the proposal. Keep it up. Again, make sure to read the materials I email you and adhere to them.”


  “Right…”


  “Keep it up”…?The words sounded foreign coming from Sangwoo’s mouth. It was like some motivational speaker had temporarily taken over the weirdo’s vocal cords. But strangely enough, a part of Jaeyoung felt…satisfied. Maybe he’d been wrong to think that Sangwoo was a robot-brained jerk who hadn’t been socialized properly when he was a kid—maybe he only complimented people when he really meant it.


  “Also, come over here,” Sangwoo added abruptly.


  Jaeyoung glanced up in surprise. “Huh? Why?”


  “I’m going to praise you by patting you on the head. Consider yourself forewarned.”


  The weirdo rose to his feet and reached out hesitantly. All Jaeyoung could do was watch, frozen, as his fingers came closer. 


  Sangwoo’s hand hovered near Jaeyoung’s forehead for a moment, then lifted up and came back down on top of his skull in a distinctly mechanical movement—once, twice, three times—before quickly withdrawing.


  Reflexively, Jaeyoung squeezed his eyes shut. He couldn’t remember the last time someone had patted him on the head. It had to have been when he was a child. Face burning, head spinning, he pressed one hand to his lips.


  The door to the meeting room clicked shut. 


  Jaeyoung’s eyes shot open, but a quick glance around the room revealed Sangwoo had left. A heavy exhale escaped his lungs, followed by another.


  “What the fuck…?”


  


  ⌘W


  


  Jaeyoung staggered out of the meeting room, dazed. He suddenly understood why all those sailors in Greek myths had swum toward the sirens singing to them on the rocks. The word “hyung” had yanked him into the ring by the lapels, but it was the headpats that’d hit him like a blow to the face. He felt tingly all over, like his entire body wanted to sneeze.


  When Jaeyoung walked out of the library, he stared up at the sky, feeling a sudden urge to spread his arms and spin. The sky was an unbelievably vivid shade of cyan. His body was throbbing with exhaustion, but his heart was pounding and a smile was tugging at his lips. The blue screen that his mind had been stuck on, torturing him, suddenly turned into the turquoise hue of the clear sky. 


  At that moment, he knew he could never quit the project.


  Even as Jaeyoung smiled to himself like an idiot, the gears in his head were starting to turn rapidly. Something was off about what’d just happened. Sure, it was possible the robot had finally learned how to give compliments—but the wayhe’d gone about it was so uncharacteristic for him that it was nearly bizarre.


  As soon as Jaeyoung took how Choo Sangwoo functioned as a program into account, though, the situation became possible to comprehend. When he’d patted the weirdo on the head in the past, the action must have gotten mapped to his internal controller. Then he’d hit the button and returned the behavior as praise, likely assuming Jaeyoung liked headpats himself. 


  Despite the logical explanation, Jaeyoung found he was still slightly uneasy about the whole thing. A mixture of feelings swirled in his gut—a nagging knowledge that he’d missed something important, a persistent anxiety over the precariousness of the peace he was enjoying now, and an uncontrollable excitement.


  He blindly walked into the on-campus studio, only to find Yoona and Seongjin had already taken up residence. The moment Yoona saw him, she started ranting about how he’d “totally stood her up” the previous night. Jaeyoung just nodded absently, letting the words drift in one ear and out the other.


  “…and it got so crazy after midnight. I even got him to sign my back after the performance!” Yoona raved.


  “Good to hear you had fun.”


  “Yeah, you missed out! What the hell were you doing, anyway?”


  “Stuff,” he said, borrowing Sangwoo’s way of speaking. “That’s what I’m gonna do right now, actually. Stop talking to me.” 


  As Yoona stared at him like he had just sprouted a second head, he realized Seongjin was packing up his PC.


  “What are you doing, anyway?”


  “I enlisted, Hyung.”


  “Huh?”


  Seongjin morosely informed them he was taking a gap year to enlist because his crush had rejected him and he’d now lost all will to live. The underclassman’s story finally stopped Yoona from growling at Jaeyoung long enough to offer him a solemn word of comfort. Jaeyoung also chipped in, promising to treat him to dinner. 


  Seongjin was so touched he began tearfully explaining exactly how he felt, but Jaeyoung’s attention span rapidly ran out. He only managed to listen for about five minutes before he turned around and booted up his PC.


  Strangely, he couldn’t shake the sense Sangwoo was rubbing off on him. He felt as if he was starting to morph into a workaholic, which was beyond weird to think about. Part of him felt like he’d walked right into the weirdo’s trap, but even if he had, it wasn’t like he could just ditch the project now. 


  Jaeyoung scanned his character designs, uploaded them onto the PC, and began to digitize them with his design software.


  


  ⌘W


  


  “All right, I’m heading home!” Yoona announced, then glanced at Jaeyoung. “Hellooo? You gonna keep working?”


  “What time is it?”


  “Almost midnight.”


  Jaeyoung blinked blearily and glanced at his watch. Yoona was right. Sighing, he tried to recall what he’d done for the past few hours. It’d been around seven when he got back to the studio after buying Seongjin dinner, and then…he’d  been working nonstop ever since. 


  He stretched, a wave of exhaustion suddenly washing over him. Yoona peeked over his shoulder curiously.


  “What are you so obsessed with? Something profitable, maybe? Hmm?”


  How am I supposed to explain this?


  After a brief moment of contemplation, Jaeyoung said simply, “It’s a mobile game.”


  “Well, it sure looks like you’re having fun with it.”


  He nodded silently. It wasn’t like he could say “Thanks! I’m working extra hard so I can get headpats from the developer!” 


  Leaning back in his chair, Jaeyoung decided he’d grab a cup of coffee and head home. But before he could act on it, he got a text.


  [Boss: You have five minutes until the deadline. I wanted to send a reminder, since you haven’t emailed me yet.] 11:55 p.m.


  It was the exact same businesslike text that the weirdo had sent him last time, but Jaeyoung was so blinded by his attraction to Sangwoo that he still found himself feeling giddy. Not to mention, he had more than enough stuff to send the guy, since he’d worked all night. He immediately opened up his email and began to attach the image files, then…paused, an idea popping into his mind.


  Smirking, Jaeyoung leaned back in his chair and waited instead of shooting off the email. Three minutes passed as he stared at his phone, bouncing his leg. 


  The phone rang precisely at midnight. He waited six seconds before picking up, taking the time to clear his throat, and make his voice as gravelly as possible.


  “Hey, Sangwoo.”


  “H-Hello…?”


  “Why’d you call?”


  “Oh… I didn’t get an email from you, and it’s past the deadline, so… I wanted to remind you.”


  “My bad. Totally slipped my mind. Thanks for calling, okay? I’ll send them over right away.”


  Silence ensued from Sangwoo’s end.


  “Did you have dinner?”


  “Yes.”


  “What’d you have?”


  “I went to the dining hall. Why?”


  “Nice! What were they serving for dinner?”


  “Rice, soybean paste soup with greens, kimchi, stir-fried sausage and vegetables, stir-fried anchovies, and a yogurt drink. But what does that matter to you?”


  “Just wanted to hear your voice.”


  Another looong beat of silence ensued from Sangwoo’s end.


  “I just…love listening to people speak, you know?”


  “What a bizarre hobby. Goodbye.”


  Sangwoo hung up without giving him the chance to respond. 


  Jaeyoung tilted his head thoughtfully—it seemed the results of his test had come back negative. If Sangwoo had feelings for him, he wouldn’t have given such a cold response and hung up on him, right?


  Maybe I was mistaken.Honestly, that would be for the best. 


  Behind him, Yoona muttered, “Holy fuck. What the hell was that?”


  “What?”


  “Please don’t ever talk like that around me again.”


  “Wasn’t talking to you anyway.”


  Sangwoo’s feelings might still be unclear, but Jaeyoung had a much better understanding of his own now. These feelings he was experiencing, they were the early signs of love—which meant it was time for him to bask in all the butterflies he wanted, absent entirely of the weighty responsibilities that came with a deeper romance. 


  This was Jaeyoung’s favorite stage in a relationship—as long as he maintained his boundaries, things wouldn’t get complicated, messy, or even risky. He was confident he could handle it. He’d never once lost himself to his emotions.


  But then...why was he polishing the forbidden fruit that was Sangwoo if he wasn’t going to take a bite?


  Jaeyoung smiled bitterly as he looked at his folder full of character designs. That weirdo had definitely played some kind of trick on him. There was no other way to explain why he was scurrying around at the guy’s beck and call. 


  Jaeyoung opened his email again and attached the work he’d toiled so hard to scrape together.


  Sent. Mission complete.


  


  ⌘W


  


  When Jaeyoung met with Sangwoo the next day, the weirdo was—as always—just as stiff as an unlubricated robot arm. 


  “I looked over the files you sent,” he pronounced. “Overall, they’re fine, but I want to point out a few things.”


  Without even looking at him, Sangwoo opened his laptop and pulled up the files Jaeyoung had sent him the night before, then zoomed in on one of the images and pointed at the corner. 


  “As you can see, there is some pixelation here. Please fix it.”


  “How the hell is anybody gonna notice that on their phone?”


  “Even minutiae is important. Please be more careful moving forward.”


  Next, Sangwoo pulled up two of the weapon designs.


  “These should have the same color code. Please fix it.”


  Jaeyoung had to give it to the guy—he really did have a good eye for detail. Although the “errors” were completely insignificant, Sangwoo technically wasn’t wrong. 


  After pointing out a few more things that needed fixing, Sangwoo sorted the folder by file name.


  “I specified in the guideline to rename the files before you send them over. They should all go: category, underscore, subcategory, underscore, with two-digit numbers at the end.”


  Jaeyoung pursed his lips silently.


  “You are missing an underscore here, and all of the numbers are single digits. Please add a zero in front moving forward. Also, don’t mix uppercase and lowercase letters. Only use lowercase. I thought you’d worked on web projects before. Was I mistaken? I fixed all of your mistakes this time, but please be more mindful in the future.”


  The thing was, Jaeyoung had been mindful. How the hell was everything supposed to be perfect when he’d created dozens of files in one night while working under an insanely tight deadline? Given that he usually named files something like final_final11_frfrfinal_1_final.ai, a mistake or two was to be expected.


  “I bet you even bleed in code,” Jaeyoung snarked. 


  Sangwoo ignored him and packed up his laptop. 


  Although Jaeyoung didn’t wanna admit it, a part of him was waiting for the weirdo to say something like “Good job” again. However, there was only a cold silence. 


  After all that work, this is what I get? he thought bitterly. Clearly, he was fooling himself, believing that Sangwoo was actually interested in him.




  Sangwoo finished packing up his things, then quietly stood up from his chair.


  Without thinking, Jaeyoung called out, “Hey!”


  “What?”


  There was a beat of silence. “How…are your classes going?”


  It was the type of question a distant uncle would pose at a family gathering, but Jaeyoung couldn’t think of anything else to ask.


  A slightly bewildered—maybe even irritated—look on his face, Sangwoo replied, “They’re going well. I have already  studied the material for tomorrow’s classes.”


  “Well, aren’t you an overachiever?”


  “I have been feeling good lately. It’s much easier to focus in class these days.”


  “Yeah, yeah, it’s probably because I’m not bothering you in class anymore. You’re welcome.”


  Jaeyoung knew exactly what would happen next. Sangwoo would scowl at him like he was some kind of sewer rat and say, “Are you done, Sunbae?” However, the weirdo simply glanced up, avoided his eyes, and fixed his glare on a random corner of the ceiling.


  “Not exactly,” he finally said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’d prefer to keep my reasons—”


  “To yourself. Right. What, is that your new catchphrase or something?”


  This was Sangwoo’s cue to commence his escape from the meeting room. He began to walk toward the door.


  Unconsciously, Jaeyoung reached out to grab his arm. But, remembering that the weirdo treated physical contact like the plague, he changed course just in time to grab on to Sangwoo’s backpack strap instead.


  “Do I…look like I’ve lost weight?”


  “No. Let go of me.”


  Jaeyoung had bought himself about a second with his rambling—he had approximately three more left before Sangwoo was gone entirely. The gears in his head spun frantically into motion. In the back of his mind, a nearly flawless idea began to form.    


  “You know I have to make a ton of edits now, right?” he pointed out. “Some of the stuff you want me to do sounds kinda confusing, so it’d be nice if you could, y’know, help me look over things.”


  “You’re really having trouble comprehending those simple directions?”


  “Hey, better safe than sorry, right? Plus, I bet you’ve never been inside the art building. Come on, I’ll show you around my studio. You said you’re done studying, so what’s the problem?”


  “Your…studio?”


  Jaeyoung had no earthly idea what the weirdo was thinking. His robotic voice, paired with the damn hat that was covering his eyes, made even guessing impossible. 


  He gave Sangwoo’s backpack strap a light tug. “Come onnn, it’s not like you have anything better to do.”


  “I do, in fact, have many better things to do,” the weirdo said stonily, crossing his arms. “But I must admit I feel a need to inspect your working environment. I doubt it is a good one. It would be best for both of us if we maximized your productivity, since you have so many tasks to do.”


  “Yes, exactly!”


  Jaeyoung had been draped over the meeting room desk like a hunk of seaweed, but Sangwoo’s words sent him springing to his feet. The weirdo’s eyes widened at the sight.   


  “You want to go right now?”


  “Yeah, obviously.”


  “I’m not…ready yet.”


  “What is there to be ready for? You’re just gonna drop by for a second. It’s not a big deal. Follow me.”


  Jaeyoung marched forward, still holding Sangwoo’s backpack strap. The weirdo obediently let himself be hauled along, not saying a single word.


  It was the beginning of April, with clear skies up above and a pleasant breeze blowing down below. In terms of weather, it was probably Jaeyoung’s favorite time of year. He whistled cheerfully as he strolled along, making sure to give brief tugs on the weirdo’s backpack strap if he began to lag behind. Before long, they’d reached the College of Arts and Design.


  Jaeyoung only released Sangwoo’s backpack once they’d gone inside the building and reached the door to the studio. “This workspace is only for four people. You have to put in a request every semester to be able to use it.”


  “Does that mean there might be other people here as well?”   


  “There’ll be two at most, but one of them is taking some time off for his military service soon.      The other one just does her own thing, so don’t worry.”


  “Is she an upperclassman?”


  “She’s the same year as you, but she’s my age. You can say hi if you want.”


  Sangwoo’s face tensed, as if the information made him nervous. Normally, he would’ve just called her “sunbae” because she was older than him, but the fact she was a junior too meant that manner of address didn’t make any sense. The natural substitute was “noona,” but Jaeyoung knew there was no way in hell the weirdo would refer to someone he’d just met with that moniker.


  Jaeyoung gave the door to the studio a push, revealing a space with four large desks. “Go right ahead,” he told Sangwoo.


  The weirdo shuffled awkwardly into the studio.


  All of a sudden, Jaeyoung found himself feeling strangely embarrassed. The colorful posters covering the studio walls suddenly looked messy to his eyes, and the floor seemed conspicuously littered with empty boxes, crumpled bits of paper, empty bags of chips, a broken speaker, a hair straightener, a leg massager, and a single slipper. The sound of Yoona’s heavy metal music boomed over it all, feeling several times louder than it actually was.


  Watching his studiomates’ bleach-blonde hair whip back and forth as she engaged in some enthusiastically violent headbanging, Jaeyoung started to wonder if he’d been too optimistic in thinking she and the weirdo would get along.


  “Hey, Yoona!” he called out. “Look over here.”


  “Why?” she demanded, not even glancing his way.


  Jaeyoung looked over at Sangwoo—the weirdo looked like he’d just seen a ghost strolling around in broad daylight. Jaeyoung shook his head. He must have been out of his mind, thinking these two would be friends. Maybe if Yoona hadn’t been wearing a bright-red leather jacket and a black choker, there would have been a chance, but…


  “Whatever. Ignore her. You can sit over there,” he said, pointing Sangwoo at Seongjin’s empty seat.


  The weirdo stiffly walked over, then hung his backpack on the back of the chair. This was the moment Yoona finally decided to turn around—she gasped dramatically.     


  “Who’s that?!”


  “An underclassman who’s working on a project with me. Just go back to whatever you were doing.”


  “Whoa, you mean the game? What’s his name? Is he a Visual Arts guy too?”    


  “Choo Sangwoo. Comp Sci. I know he looks mad, but ignore it. That’s his happy face.”


  “Choo Sangwoo? Choo Sangchoo?! That’s a hilarious name!” Yoona burst out laughing, clapping her hands like a seal.


  A part of Jaeyoung thought Sangwoo might simply get up and leave, but he remained in his seat, looking on like an incredibly disapproving statue.


  Grabbing one of the assortment of individually wrapped crackers lying around Seongjin’s desk, Jaeyoung handed one to the weirdo. “Go ahead and make yourself comfortable,” he ordered.


  “In an unsettling environment such as this, how could I possibly do that?”     


  “Good point.”


  Jaeyoung reached out to boot up the PC on his desk, but Sangwoo swiftly raised a hand and stopped him.


  “Take care of all this garbage first.”


  The desk was strewn with things like crumbs, soda cans, empty cigarette cases, and bunched up toilet paper. Jaeyoung obediently gathered up the trash and threw everything in the garbage can. The stuff on the floor was carelessly shoved into a corner.


  As soon as he sat down, he received his next order.


  “Get rid of the socks.”


  Jaeyoung grabbed the socks he had put behind the monitor and stuffed them in his backpack.


  “Let in some fresh air.”


  He trudged over to the windows and opened them.


  “Organize your books.”


  With a sigh, he neatly organized the few books he had lying around.


  “Now, turn on the PC.”


  Jaeyoung silently followed the weirdo’s order and leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling.


  “Clean up your desktop before you start working.”


  “Seriously? This is my private workspace, you know…”


  “It bothers me. Just do it.”


  All the orders were starting to become slightly annoying, but Jaeyoung still deleted all the files he didn’t need and rearranged the rest into their correct folders.


  “You should really try to be tidier,” Sangwoo remarked.


  “Hey, you’re the one who’s invading my territory here,” Jaeyoung responded playfully, but there was still a sharp edge to his voice. “Lay off.”


  “That is incredibly ironic, coming from you.”


  “Ha! I didn’t realize you knew how to crack jokes.” 


  A smile played on Jaeyoung’s lips. His first instinct was to put Sangwoo in a headlock or ruffle his hair, but he knew both those things were strictly forbidden. 


  For a while, Sangwoo just sat silently in place, arms crossed and eyes glaring disapprovingly at the ceiling. Then he spun his chair around and looked directly at Yoona. “Excuse me. This is a shared space. Your music is too loud.”


  Looking slightly baffled, she glanced between Sangwoo and Jaeyoung.


  “I see that you have a nice set of headphones there. Use them.”


  Yoona wasn’t exactly the meek or submissive type, but it seemed the weirdo had struck her completely speechless. As she sat there with her mouth agape, Jaeyoung went over and forced the headphones onto her head. When he turned them on, the music completely disappeared, much to Sangwoo’s visible relief.


  “Now, pull up your software.”


  It was time for Jaeyoung to shine. He quickly sat back down, flexed his fingers, then placed his left hand on the keyboard and his right on the mouse.


  “Get started,” the weirdo ordered curtly, then turned his attention to the open book he’d placed on the now clean desk.


  A part of Jaeyoung had expected Sangwoo to act like a micromanaging boss, but once the weirdo was done examining his working environment, he left him alone for the most part. He was so silent, in fact, that Jaeyoung almost forgot he was there.


  Other than Yoona’s occasional humming, the sound of his mouse and keyboard clicking were      now the only things Jaeyoung could hear. The studio was practically distraction free. His heart sped up just a bit, and a thin layer of sweat spread over his palms. It was a pleasant feeling. 


  Diligently, he turned his attention to creating one of the levels for the game. Time flew by—maybe several hours. When he glanced to the side, he saw that Sangwoo was no longer looking at his Comp Sci textbook. Instead, the weirdo had his elbows propped up on the desk, his eyes fixated on Jaeyoung’s computer screen.      


  Immediately, Jaeyoung’s gaze was drawn to Sangwoo’s long, straight neck. The black long-sleeve tee he was wearing was slightly stretched out around his nape, revealing a mole that stood out strikingly against his pale skin. 


  If he could just rip that t-shirt off and sink his teeth into that pale shoulder…


  Nope. Stop.


  Jaeyoung hurriedly scrubbed the mental image of himself leaving red marks all over Sangwoo’s snowy skin from his mind, forcing his eyes back to his computer screen. Phew, that was a close one, he thought. If he’d decided to make his fantasies a reality, he would’ve definitely shown up on the news tomorrow—and not for a good reason.


  


  

    
      	
        [BREAKING] College Student Takes Upperclassman to Court for Biting His Shoulder

        “Yes, it hurt a lot. I’ve gotten tested for rabies, and I’m waiting for the results. No, I’m not planning on withdrawing the lawsuit. I can only hope he gets the maximum sentence for his crime...”

      
    


  


  


  Jaeyoung’s cursor paused for a long moment on-screen as he imagined the weirdo giving an interview in his typical robotic tone. Noticing his distraction, Sangwoo gave him a questioning look.     


  “Can I help you?” Jaeyoung demanded abruptly, feeling a sudden need to defend himself.


  “I was just thinking that I picked a fantastic designer.”


  Jaeyoung blinked.


  “Your lifestyle leaves much to be desired,” the weirdo continued nonchalantly, “but you are certainly very skilled.”


  It was nothing Jaeyoung hadn’t heard before, but Sangwoo had a way of leaving him      completely dumbfounded. Somehow, the words sounded infinitely more special when they came from that weirdo’s mouth.


  His hands darted across the keyboard, his fingers dancing even faster on the keys. It was just another day on the grind—the only difference was that his desk was clean, the studio was much quieter, there was a fresh breeze, and someone was studying right next to him. 


  So why did he feel as refreshed as if he’d gone on a picnic?     


  


  That first day, Sangwoo studied for exactly one hour, then left. He’d rushed out of the studio so fast Jaeyoung hadn’t even had the chance to call out his name.      


  But everything changed on the second day.


  After eating dinner, Sangwoo had shown up, laptop in hand, and proceeded to neatly organize all the resources Jaeyoung had prepared and incorporate them into his code. Jaeyoung, meanwhile, had unhurriedly continued working on completing the game’s various levels. With the designs for the characters, weapons, and effects completed, he’d figured he could relax a bit. 


  But every time he slacked off even a bit, Sangwoo was there, cracking the metaphorical whip. It seemed like the weirdo had decided if Jaeyoung wasn’t going to put his own nose to the grindstone, he’d do it for him. 


  “You have to match my pace if we’re going to collaborate.”


  “That kind of mindset is completely inappropriate. You should know better—I thought you were basically a professional.”


  “Stop bouncing your leg.”


  “Sit up straight.”


  “Did you really just yawn? With the pitiful amount of work you’ve gotten done, the word ‘tired’ shouldn’t even be in your vocabulary.”


  “You had plenty of time to think over whether or not you should take on this project. If you want to jump ship now, too bad—that chance sailed long ago.”     


  For all intents and purposes, it seemed Sangwoo hated everything about him aside from his skills as a designer. But after enduring three days of constant nagging and criticism, Jaeyoung found he’d basically reached a point of transcendence where nothing the weirdo said fazed him anymore.


  “Of course, Mr. Choo. Whateeever you want.”


  “You got it, Your Majesty! I forgot for a sec I was just a lowly peasant.”     


  “What are you, a fucking loan shark? There’s still time to change your profession.”


  “Hold up, I gotta find the phone number for the Department of Labor. I need to report you.”


  “Dude, I don’t think even this PC could handle your crazy workload.”


  “I didn’t know my captain was going to turn out to be a slaver…”     


  Really, it was inevitable that the two of them would clash often—despite the staggering workload required to follow the absurd schedule Sangwoo had created, the weirdo was still determined to follow it. And despite Jaeyoung’s insistent promises that he would finish everything when he got a burst of energy, Sangwoo didn’t believe him. 


  Yoona usually ended up getting so annoyed with their bickering that she put on her headphones the moment they started going at it. 


  As for Jaeyoung, though he grumbled and complained, he didn’t regret bringing Sangwoo to the studio even the tiniest bit. 


  He was having the time of his life.




  “I need a fifteen minute break, Mr. Choo!” Jaeyoung exclaimed, pushing his mouse aside and stretching. 


  The weekend had passed, and it was now Monday. He’d made not one but two sets of plans for today: First, he’d agreed to play some basketball with a few of his friends, and after that, he’d promised to hit up some places for drinks with another group of his buddies. In actuality, however, he’d ditched drinks altogether with the excuse that he was “busy”—prompting a barrage of angry texts—and left the basketball game afterparty early. The latter had unfortunately earned him the nickname “Cinderella.”


  So, why exactly had he made all these sacrifices? Truthfully, he’d just wanted to go to the studio and finish up the five levels he’d been working on for the game, making every single correction Sangwoo requested. And so he had—they’d even turned out pretty damn good. 


  Still, even the thought of him taking fifteen minutes off seemed to displease the weirdo. He glared at Jaeyoung before finally saying, “Fine.”


  Of course, Jaeyoung knew that the moment his time was up, Sangwoo would come after him and order him to get back to work. Not wasting even a second, he quickly got up and walked over to the cot in the corner of the studio, brushed Yoona’s clothes to the floor, and plopped himself down.


  Sangwoo, meanwhile, remained seated. His back was ramrod straight as he typed into his code editor. At this point, Jaeyoung was accustomed to seeing him in the studio late in the evening.


  “You should probably take a break too,” he called out.


  “I have a lot of work to do.”


  “Yeah, yeah, I know, but you still need a break.”


  “As long as I still have tasks to complete, that is an impossibility.”


  At this, Jaeyoung shrugged. “Maybe I’ll just keep distracting you, then. Make it so you have no other choice.”


  “In England in the 1850s, when trees began to darken because of pollution, the population of gray peppered moths decreased while that of black peppered moths thrived."


  “Um…how is that relevant to this discussion, exactly?”


  “All living beings instinctively adapt to external threats.”


  “Oh, I see. So I’m pollution, and you’re the poor moth? Have fun changing your wing colors, then. I’ll be rooting for you!”


  “If you wish to help, it would be best if you simply refrained from speaking.” 


  As always, Sangwoo was acting like some vending machine that gave you facts at the push of a button. Knowing there was no way to win the argument, Jaeyoung turned his attention to his phone instead. 


  After replying to a few texts, he began to play a music video from his favorite band. Back when Yoona and Seongjin were the only other occupants of the studio, he’d blasted the music as he liked when he was working. But now, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d played a song so the whole room could hear—other than it had been before Sangwoo unofficially joined the studio. 


  Yoona had protested the new “rule” at first, but now she just put on her own headphones with a big sigh whenever Sangwoo arrived—she had no other choice, since he’d read her the riot act a couple of times already. Today, though, she’d headed out early enough to avoid having to endure the unjust weight upon her ears. 


  Even as Jaeyoung closed his eyes and enjoyed the music, he was waiting for Sangwoo’s rebuke. The band’s synthesizer gave the song a dreamy feel, as did the low, deep, hum of the bass and the singer’s languidly smooth vocals. The drumbeats stirred up Jaeyoung’s spirit, while the electric guitar pulled at something deep in his heart.


  He cracked one eye open. Sangwoo was still typing away, back straight as a board.


  “So you like this song, huh?” Jaeyoung said slyly.


  “No. I dislike it.”


  “This band is called Psyche—”


  “Yes, Psychedel. I know them.”


  “The title is ‘Mag—’”


  “‘Magnetic Field.’ It’s the eighth track on their fifth album, Electricity. Now, be quiet.”


  His response shocked Jaeyoung so much that he dropped his phone. Psychedel, his favorite artist, wasn’t exactly well-known in South Korea. The fact that Sangwoo knew the name of the album and the track number meant the weirdo had to be an avid listener, despite saying that he disliked them. 


  As Jaeyoung struggled to come up with something to say, the playlist automatically advanced to the next song. It was a South Korean indie band that people rarely recognized.


  “Napalsu’s second album, Bullshit, track number twelve. ‘I’m Gonna Fire the Boss and Take Over.’”


  For an entire minute, Jaeyoung stared at Sangwoo’s black hat. His taste in music…is the same as mine? What were the odds, really? Suddenly feeling elated, Jaeyoung played the next song.


  “Jochiwon Band’s first album, Red and Black. Track number seven, ‘The Red Giant.’”


  “Holy shit!” Jaeyoung exclaimed. “This is crazy. Our taste in music is basically identical!” 


  “No, it’s not,” Sangwoo responded petulantly. “Please refrain from making such claims in the future.” 


  But Jaeyoung wasn’t going to let himself be fooled this time. If Sangwoo knew exactly which track each of the songs were, that meant he’d probably listened to the albums countless times. 


  Still riding the high of this realization, Jaeyoung flipped through the rest of his playlist— Sangwoo recognized every single one of the songs, regardless of the genre and whether the artists were international or South Korean. That phone app—Shazoo, was it...?—was nothing in comparison. 


  Jaeyoung went to hit the next button again, but his finger slipped. Instead of one of his songs, a popular K-pop track started blasting from his phone. This time, there was radio silence from Sangwoo, even though he’d identified all the other songs within ten seconds.


  “Don’t know this one, huh?” he asked curiously.


  “How am I supposed to know what it is?”


  The thing was, most people would have no trouble identifying this particular song. Kinda weird… Jaeyoung gave his head a confused scratch.


  “Sunbae. The tip of the reinforced grenade is missing the outline. Please fix it. Once you’re done, take a look at the corn as well. Also, it has been fifteen minutes. Return to your seat.”


  That little…


  Jaeyoung stubbornly stayed reclined in the bed for about five seconds, then trudged back to his chair. Sangwoo glanced at him, then immediately turned back to his laptop.


  How can someone be so adorable but also notat the same time?


  He reached out toward the weirdo, fully intending on delivering a hard pinch to his cheek, then remembered that physical contact was forbidden—but Sangwoo was already glaring at him with his brow furrowed. Thinking fast, Jaeyoung performed a complex maneuver with his hand and ended it with a loud clap.


  “Would you look at that? A mosquito!”


  “There are no mosquitos around. It’s April.”


  “Well, I saw one right there.”


  “Let me see your palm, then.”


  Jaeyoung made a show of checking his hands. “Oops, looks like it escaped!”


  Frowning even more, Sangwoo began to type on his laptop again. The screen was filled with all sorts of gibberish that Jaeyoung wasn’t interested in even trying to understand, making the weirdo look like some omnipotent deity as he worked.


  For the longest time, Jaeyoung just stared at Sangwoo with his chin propped up on his hands. Then, without thinking, he asked, “Why are you developing this game, anyway?”


  Belatedly, he realized the question had probably come to his mind a few weeks too late. Really, he had no idea why Sangwoo was so obsessed with developing Veggie Venturer. The guy didn’t understand anything about making game content, creating graphics, or crafting sounds—his only talent lay in developing. Not to mention, it seemed off-brand for him to do anything that required collaboration with an outside player like a designer or project manager when he was the furthest thing from being a team player.


  “Because I enjoy games.”


  The response caught Jaeyoung off guard. In his head, Sangwoo had always been a weirdo who had no hobbies or things he particularly enjoyed. 


  “There’s a game developer company that I’m interested in working for. I played one of their games for the first time when I was fifteen years old. It was so entertaining that I stayed up all night playing it, something I’d never done before in my life. It was a turning point for me. I’ve been studying English and game development ever since because I want to develop a game of my own just like that one.”


  Sangwoo glanced at Jaeyoung. “I know. You didn’t ask,” he said, and turned his eyes back to the screen.


  Chuckling under his breath, Jaeyoung shook his head. “No, no. That was actually kinda cool to hear. Well, what was the game?”


  “‘MoonCraft 1.’”


  Jaeyoung made a mental note to never play MoonCraft against Sangwoo if they ever went to an internet café together.


  “What was your dream before you decided to become a game developer?”


  “Being an excavator operator.”


  Jaeyoung was struck speechless for a moment, but then his mind began turning, reviewing the new facts he’d learned. Apparently, Sangwoo wasn’t a machine programmed to do nothing but schoolwork—he knew how to enjoy music, and he even had a dream. Remembering how the weirdo’s eyes had blazed with passion, Jaeyoung found himself feeling shell-shocked all over again.


  “I’m planning on joining the company in the latter half of next year,” Sangwoo added. “The success of Veggie Venturer will help me get there.” 


  “Y’know, you said this project would help me with my portfolio, but it sounds like you’re mostly worried about yours.”


  “It’s a mutually beneficial arrangement.”


  Veggie Venturer was still a work in progress, with only two people grinding away on an insane schedule to get it done. It was crazy for Sangwoo to act like the game taking off was a foregone conclusion—Jaeyoung knew that. But still, listening to the weirdo lay out the path he’d planned to achieve his dream job, he somehow sounded more cool and confident than foolish.


  It still wouldn’t be easy to actually achieve all of Sangwoo’s goals, of course. But...Jaeyoung found himself feeling like they could definitely do it in the end. A wave of pride and affection surged through him, followed by a desire to do a certain forbidden activity. 


  “Hey.”


  “Yes?”


  “Exactly one minute from now, can I pat you on the head?”


  Sangwoo stayed silent for a long moment, but he didn’t shoot Jaeyoung down outright, which was definitely a new development.


  The clock ticked away without a response.


  “You don’t have to say yes if it bothers you too much,” Jaeyoung added. 


  Sangwoo scratched his neck awkwardly. “No…it doesn’t bother me terribly. You just have to warn me in advance.”


  It was an incredibly generous response compared to where they’d started. Jaeyoung fought the urge to reach out toward the weirdo’s black hat, asking instead , “You need a moment to prepare yourself?”


  “Yes, I do. I don’t like it when something unexpected happens.”


  “Well, what would you do if your grandma called you in the middle of class and said she was at your apartment because she missed you so much?”


  “I don’t check my phone when I’m in class, and both my grandmothers are deceased.”


  “Oh…my bad. Let me think of a different example then.” Jaeyoung thought for a moment. “What would you do if you were making instant ramen, but the package didn’t come with a soup packet?”


  “I would never end up in that situation in the first place. I always make sure I am in possession of all the ingredients in a recipe before I start cooking.”


  “Now that I think of it, you are pretty good at making instant ramen…”


  “How could anybody be bad at making instant ramen? It only requires two functional hands and enough intelligence to comprehend the instructions.”


  “You’d think that, wouldn’t you? But there are sooo many people who manage to screw it— Oh, it’s time.”


  Without hesitation, Jaeyoung reached out and gave Sangwoo several pats on the head. Satisfaction washed over him now that he’d achieved his goal, and it tasted extra sweet knowing he’d taken the correct path to get there. Part of him wanted to sling his arm across the weirdo’s shoulder too, but he didn’t want to push his luck.


  “I’ll do my best to help you reach your goal,” Jaeyoung whispered, his voice much more hoarse than he’d intended. It seemed his emotions were getting to him a little bit. “I’m, you know…a lot more invested now.”


  Sangwoo just blinked at him. Then, exactly two seconds later, he shook off Jaeyoung’s hand. With a sudden, curt “That’s enough,” he closed his laptop and began to pack up his things. 


  For the past three minutes, Jaeyoung had only been allowed to see the weirdo’s side profile. Resigning himself to the fact that he wouldn’t get to see Sangwoo from any other angle, he glanced at the clock. It was only nine thirty.


  He stayed for thirty more minutes yesterday…


  After placing all his belongings inside his backpack, Sangwoo sprung to his feet and walked over to the door without acknowledging Jaeyoung at all. It was like he wasn’t even in the room. But then the weirdo paused for a moment, staring straight at the door.


  “I’m leaving. I’ll see you at the next meeting.”


  Why can’t he just say “I’ll see you tomorrow” like a normal person?


  “Sure. See ya,” Jaeyoung muttered at the back of his head.


  A moment later, the door loudly clicked shut.


  Running a hand down his face, Jaeyoung turned his eyes to the ceiling. Thoughts swirled through his mind—maybe he should have held back, especially knowing how much Sangwoo despised physical contact. Still, there’d been something strange about Sangwoo’s reaction. It hadn’t exactly signaled discomfort or irritation…


  “I need a cig.”


  Something was off about the whole situation, but Jaeyoung couldn’t figure out what. Unease filled his mind like a thick fog. He would need to observe Sangwoo’s behavior very closely.


  


  ⌘W


  




  A collection of incidents from the Choo Sangwoo Observation Journal: 


  


  (1)


  April 9th, Tuesday - Five days since Sangwoo entered the studio


  Checked into the studio: 6:31 p.m. 


  Checked out of the studio: 10:00 p.m.


  Excerpt of key scene: “Yoona vs. Sangwoo”


  “Yo, Choo Sangchoo!”


  “Please refer to me by my legal name.”


  “You always bitch about my music, but you don’t say anything when Jaeyoung listens to his. Why is that, huh?”


  Yoona has launched a powerful attack, but Sangwoo retaliates swiftly!


  “On average, Jaeyoung-sunbae only plays music for about nine minutes, and that is during his break. I choose not to say anything because quality rest is valuable. On the other hand, you keep your music on twenty-four seven. I recommend that you mute your headphones when you go home, at the very least. I pity them.”


  Yoona has no comeback. Look at that dumbfounded stare!


  Sangwoo: Destroyed opponent with defensive maneuvers 


  Yoona: KO


  Notable observations of subject: Spoke in my defense, used my name when referring to me


  Conclusion: No abnormalities


  


  (2)


  April 10th, Wednesday - Six days since Sangwoo entered the studio


  Checked into the studio: 6:31 p.m.


  Checked out of the studio: 10:00 p.m.


  Excerpt of key scene: “Sangwoo’s Angriest Moments” 


  “You need to relax, all right?” I said with a sigh. “If you keep beating me to the ground with work, I might be tempted to toss my PC out the window.”


  “You should seek treatment for your anger management issues, Sunbae.”


  If there was one thing that Sangwoo absolutely sucked at, it was being able to identify a joke.


  “Tell me your top three angriest moments,” I said, knowing my break was coming to an end. I also knew Sangwoo always answered all of my questions.


  Just as I’d thought, the weirdo glanced up at the ceiling thoughtfully. “Hmm…” After a moment, he said, “First place: When you asked me to watch a movie with you.”


  “Huh? That’s the angriest you’ve ever been? Seriously?”


  Has this jerk’s life just been exceptionally chill, or did I really shock him that bad?


  “Yes. As for second place… It was when I was in the bathroom during the first lecture for Embedded Systems, washing off the mustache you drew on my face.”


  Sounds like I’ve been given the honor of first and second place, I thought. But knowing I only had myself to blame, I stayed silent.


  “My third angriest moment was in sixth grade, during the pi memorization contest.”


  “Why? ’Cause you didn’t get first place?”


  “What? Of course I got first place.”


  “Why were you mad, then?”


  “I hated myself for only being able to memorize 622 digits. I put in more effort and memorized 1,024 digits later on, but I stopped after that since it felt like a waste of time.”


  “You’re really something else, aren’t you…?”


  Notable observations of subject: Confirmed—once again—that I made a terrible impression on him


  Conclusion: No abnormalities


  


  (3)


  April 11th, Thursday - Seven days since Sangwoo entered the studio


  Checked into the studio: 6:31 p.m.


  Checked out of the studio: 8:25 p.m.


  Excerpt of key scene: “Platinum and Diamond”


  The designs for the characters, items, effects, were already done, as were the level maps and the UI. There were still countless things left to work on, but I was itching to take a break now that I’d reached a major checkpoint.


  “Let’s go and do some market research.” I declared. I didn’t want Sangwoo to think I was willing to take a no for an answer.


  “Please elaborate.”


  “I think we should experience what it’s like to play successful, established games from other companies first hand. Then we can analyze their strengths and weaknesses and discuss them. Not only can we gain artistic inspiration and reflect on how they became so successful, we can also strengthen our bond as a team and blow off some steam.”


  Sangwoo didn’t respond for a long time—it was like I’d just spoken to him in a foreign language. Finally, he said, “You wish to go and play a game?”


  He was catching on faster and faster.


  “Just for two hours. I swear I’ll finish everything I have piled up tomorrow.”


  “Will you actually?”


  “Of course! C’mon, don’t be so skeptical.”


  Somehow, my persistence paid off, and I managed to convince Sangwoo that “market research” really was necessary. Of course, I had ulterior motives. My skills are far above average in most games, so I’m used to carrying whoever I play with. It means practically all my friends want to be on my team, which...I’ll be honest, has inflated my ego a little bit. Maybe a lotta bit.


  Anyway, I was planning on showing off and gaining the weirdo’s respect through my gaming skills, since my attempt to do that with skateboarding had already failed. 


  Ultimately, we decided to go to the same internet café that Sangwoo worked at. The owner greeted us warmly and gave us free drinks—apparently, it was the first time Sangwoo had ever visited the place as a customer.


  “What do you wanna play?” I asked, in quite a cheerful mood now.


  “Whatever you want. I’m adept at most multiplayer games.”


  “Let’s see, what’s popular nowadays… Wargrounds? Underwatch? League of Champions? What are you most confident in?”


  “I’m decent at Wargrounds and Underwatch. I’m not very good at LoC, though. It’s been some time since I played.”


  “Let’s start with it, then.”


  I’d meant it as a joke, but Sangwoo seemed to think I was being totally serious. He just said “All right,” and opened up the game.


  I picked an assassin who utilized flashy, effective combo attacks and dealt significant damage. The character Sangwoo picked was an ugly utility tanker.


  As we waited for the game to start, Sangwoo went on the game’s wiki and carefully looked over the skills and item builds of the newly released characters. I’d been filling the time by scrolling through some manhwa on my phone, but I gaped in shock the moment his game began to load.


  What the hell?! He’s got adiamond border! I thought he wasn’t very good at League!


  Basically, the weirdo was an elite player who’d ranked in the top 1 or 2 percent in the previous season. My rank—which I loved to brag to my friends about—was two rungs lower. Platinum. 


  I started to feel slightly nervous. And unfortunately, the weirdo immediately proved I’d been right to be. I based my gaming strategy around following my instincts and leaning into the strengths of my character, but Sangwoo was another beast entirely. He carefully paved his way to victory by calculating the enemy’s movements and taking advantage of their cooldown times.


  “Can’t you calculate skill damage?”


  “Are you not taking your opponent’s cooldown time into account?”


  “You knew I was about to gank. You should have engaged the enemy and pinned them to the spot.”


  “What’s up with your CS? We’re already nearing the midpoint of the game.”


  “If you’re not fully confident you can get a kill, just try to stay back.”


  The weirdo spent the entirety of the next two hours calmly tearing me to shreds. Strangely enough, my best plays all started to look like rash decisions when I was playing with him, and all my instinctive choices looked more like clumsy mistakes. 


  I’d asked Sangwoo to go to the internet café for a breath of fresh air, but our dynamic ended up being exactly the same as when we were working in the studio.


  I made a mental note—In the future, don’t challenge the weirdo to a game of Wargrounds, Underwatch, or Mooncraft.


  What the hell am I supposed to play with him, then? Marzio Kart?


  Notable observations of subject: Is a gaming prodigy


  Conclusion: No abnormalities


  


  (4)


  April 12th, Friday - Eight days since Sangwoo entered the studio


  Checked into the studio: 6:31 p.m.


  Checked out of the studio: 10:02 p.m.


  Excerpt of key scene: “X’s and O’s”


  At around nine thirty at night, I was completely exhausted after finishing the stats tab, inventory, and skills page. I collapsed on the cot, muttering that I needed a fifteen minute break, but ended up dozing off.


  “Sunbae, I’m leaving,” I heard Sangwoo say. The sound of his voice immediately woke me up, but I still felt drowsy, so I didn’t move a muscle. I felt so dazed and feeble that even managing a word of goodbye was too much effort.


  A moment later, I heard the rustling of Sangwoo packing up his things over at the desk.


  “Get up. You said you would finish the designs for the gacha and title screens by the end of the day.”


  The weirdo’s robotic yet pleasant voice registered distantly in my brain, as if coming from the end of a long tunnel.


  “Are you asleep?”


  Still, I didn’t respond.


  “Sunbae. Are you asleep?”


  It was the exact same question, but his voice was slightly closer.


  “Are you…really asleep?”


  Now it sounded like Sangwoo was standing right next to me. Wondering if the weirdo was planning on drawing a moustache on my face or something, I committed myself to fooling him into thinking I wasn’t awake. Then, when he started doing whatever he’d cooked up in his head, I’d spring up and scare the shit out of—


  “You’re actually asleep, right, Hyung?”


  Hyung?


  All the mischievousness drained out of me. It was like I was in a game and had just gotten struck with a whole pile of status effects all at once—I was mute, paralyzed , stunned, frozen, petrified, and confused. The world moved in slow-mo.


  Even with my eyes closed, I could feel Sangwoo crouch next to me. He was probably examining my face up close.


  “Promise you’re really asleep…?”


  The weirdo was so close that I could feel his warm breath tickling my eyelids. Then, his fingertips brushed against my forehead, and he…began toying with my hair?


  My breath quickened. I felt confused. But I kept my eyes shut, calling on all my acting skills to keep my cool.


  Each passing second felt like an hour. My face was so tense that I could feel my cheek muscles starting to twitch. Finally, I decided to turn over in my “sleep.” 


  But then it happened. Something soft pressed against my lips.


  It took every ounce of self-restraint I had to keep my eyes closed and maintain my composure. The pressure soon disappeared as quickly as it’d come.


  By the time I opened my eyes, Sangwoo was already walking out of the room.


  Notable observations of subject: whatthefuccckkkk???? Whydddhe jsut doooothat


  Conclusion: SIGNIFICANT ABNORMALITY DETECTED!!!


  


  ⌘W


  


  “Anything in particular you’re craving?”


  “No.”


  “I’ll take the okonomiyaki, the fish cake set, and two bottles of soju.”


  Jaeyoung closed the menu and handed it to the waitress, who quietly disappeared behind the folding screen.


  It was Saturday night, and Jaeyoung had snatched up Sangwoo once he’d gotten off of work. Now, they were sitting in the corner of a quiet izakaya where they could talk in private. Jaeyoung had been distracted all day because of the incident from the night before. Unless he’d been dreaming, Sangwoo had snuck a kiss and run away, but why he’d done it was still a total mystery.


  For one, Sangwoo was the most rigid, antiquated person to ever exist. Jaeyoung would’ve found it far less shocking if he’d turned out to be asexual than gay. Not to mention, the weirdo’s gaze was completely apathetic when it met Jaeyoung’s across the table. There was not a trace of love or affection in his eyes.


  It was starting to feel much more plausible that he’d been so tired he’d hallucinated the whole thing.


  “Why did you bring me here?” Sangwoo asked flatly.


  “I figured we should go out for drinks, since we’ve already been working together for two weeks.”


  “I suppose…that’s all right, then.”


  A long, suffocating silence followed.


  In stark contrast to how he’d used to feel, Jaeyoung was no longer confident in his ability to maintain his composure around Sangwoo. Whether it had been done intentionally or not, the weirdo had hit him where it hurt one too many times over the past two weeks. The walls he’d once used to shield himself had all crumbled to nothing, and the moat he’d dug around them was filled with dirt.


  That’s why he’d essentially forced Sangwoo to sit down at this pub with him. Because he knew he had to follow the uneasy feeling in chest wherever it was leading him. 


  Downtempo electronica music—one of Jaeyoung’s favorite genres—poured from the restaurant’s speakers, filling the room with a gentle ambiance. Across the table from him, Sangwoo had his head craned back, looking up at the ceiling. Jaeyoung’s eyes fell on his neck again for one second, two, and then he forced himself to look away.


  A few minutes later, their waitress reappeared with their soju and some simple side dishes. A part of Jaeyoung had thought the weirdo had probably never sat down with anybody for drinks before, but Sangwoo surprised him by reaching out and shaking the soju bottle with practiced ease before opening it.


  Feeling his nerves vibrating like violin strings, Jaeyoung allowed Sangwoo to pour him a drink first. His form was impeccable—he poured with his right hand, his left hand supporting the opposite wrist. Most people didn’t really care about the trivial, made-up rule that you should cover the label of a bottle with one palm while pouring, but the weirdo perfectly managed that as well.




  “Who did you learn that from?”


  “My mother. She taught it to me as soon as I came of age, saying it would be important in the future.”


  It was Jaeyoung’s turn to pour now. Sangwoo held out his glass, still supporting his wrist with his opposite hand. 


  Part of Jaeyoung thought it was slightly ridiculous that the weirdo was being so formal when the two of them were just college students, but he didn’t say anything—he knew just how important it was to Sangwoo to follow the rules, no matter what situation he found himself in. So he just poured the clear liquid into the weirdo’s glass, filling it almost to the brim. They clinked their glasses together, then downed the soju at the same time. 


  After nibbling on a few pieces of edamame, Jaeyoung turned his gaze back to Sangwoo, who remained totally nonchalant. Unable to think of anything to say, he filled their glasses again. They drank.


  “You can handle your liquor pretty well.”


  “Yes. My aldehyde dehydrogenase enzymes tend to be very active.”


  “I thought you avoided alcohol like the plague.”


  “Why?”


  “Remember your freshmen welcome party? You refused to take a single sip.”


  Sangwoo blinked in confusion as he refilled Jaeyoung’s glass. Returning the favor, Jaeyoung continued, “I was there too.”


  “Oh. I remember something very irritating happened… You saw everything?”


  “Obviously. I’m the one who threw your phone.”


  “The corner of my phone cracked that day. I was planning on reporting the asshole who did it for property damage, but I gave up because I couldn’t identify him.”


  Jaeyoung chuckled softly and ate a few more pieces of edamame. “Y’know, you only managed to escape because I stopped the Comp Sci rep.”


  “What is it that you want me to say? ‘Thank you’?”


  This jerk never changes, huh? Jaeyoung mused. Wonder if he’ll stay like this forever. 


  From the very beginning, Sangwoo’s words had never failed to piss him off. But things were different now.


  “Aren’t you supposed to be smart? Like, some kind of Comp Sci genius…? But I guess your specialty is reading machines, not people…”


  It was the same insult he’d hurled at Sangwoo before. The weirdo’s eyes curved into twin crescents as a smile spread across his face.


  He’s so fucking cute.


  Closing his eyes, Jaeyoung knocked back another glass of soju.


  “You know, I’ve run into you a few times in the past.”


  “When?”


  “For one, we were in the same class a few years ago.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah, for real! You tried to steal my money in front of the convenience store once…and you made me look like an idiot when I tried to interview you during the festival.”


  There was no recognition in Sangwoo’s face. He downed a glass of soju as the waitress brought over a large pot filled with stew and fish cake skewers, accompanied by okonomiyaki with a heap of katsuobushi on it.


  “The point is, I’ve known you for a long time, though it took you forever to recognize me and remember my name.”


  “It did?”


  “You called me Kim Youngjae at the restaurant, remember? Man, that was unbelievable…”


  Grumbling, Jaeyoung picked up a skewer and bit into one of the fish cakes. Sangwoo sat there frozen for a moment, then grabbed a skewer for himself. A few minutes passed as they ate the food and drank the two bottles of soju in silence. They ordered some more when they were done.


  Finally, the weirdo said, “I had a senior in the military named Kim Youngjae, and he was just as annoying as you. That must be why I made the mistake.”


  The words felt like a fist to Jaeyoung’s gut, but they gave him an opportunity to move onto a topic he’d been curious about.


  “Where’d you serve?”


  “Goyang-si. I was in the artillery unit.”


  “Oh, the Cheonma Artillery Brigade? I heard they’re super tough on you.”


  “It was fine.”


  Jaeyoung was slightly surprised to hear Sangwoo discussing his military years so casually— for some reason, he’d assumed the weirdo had been placed under special observation or something after being unable to fit into his cohort.


  “How’d you like the military, anyway? Was this Kim Youngjae the only one who bullied you?”


  “Yes. He was transferred to another unit while I was serving as a private. From that point on, nobody else bothered me.”


  “Why’d he get transferred?”


  “I didn’t say anything when he kept dumping chores on me and waking me up at night, but then he started smacking me on the head on a regular basis. I put a note into the complaints box and talked to the company commander, but nothing happened. So I reported him to the military police.”


  Jesus… Did he really?


  Clearing his throat awkwardly, Jaeyoung asked, “Did you get along well with the others?”


  “When I had to. A military base is not a place for socializing. I only talked to them when it was necessary.”


  “Gotcha. Did you get sick of it or anything?”


  “Not at all. I got to study a good deal in my free time. I was recognized for being a perfect shot and possessing excellent combat ability. I also became a model special forces soldier, which my company commander gave me an award for. My father said I was born to be in the military.”


  Holy shit.


  It made sense that Sangwoo had been so good at enduring physical suffering and the monotony of the military. Jaeyoung, on the contrary, had hated every second he spent there. Waking up at ass o’clock, wiping down the damn guns every single day, not being able to do anything interesting with your hair or outfits, being confined to the barracks, the disgusting food, the endless combat practice, the long-ass marches, the fucking duty stations… All those things had made Jaeyoung endlessly miserable—and that wasn’t even getting into the mental stuff. The fucking military culture had made him sick. But he’d been forced to yell at the younger soldiers and try to discipline them because of his MOS.


  “I was the drill instructor,” Jaeyoung said.


  “Hmm… Interesting. I fail to see how you’re qualified to train anybody else.”


  “Yeah, agreed. They just picked me because I’m tall.”


  “I’m sure the new soldiers didn’t take you seriously.”


  Jaeyoung scoffed. “As if! They called me Sergeant Deathstalker. You know, like the scorpion?”


  “You’re lying,” Sangwoo responded impassively.


  “I swear to God, you’re the only one who thinks I’m some kind of loser.”


  For a moment, Sangwoo stayed silent. Then he said, “You’re not that much of a loser.”


  They both fell into silence again as they downed glass after glass of soju. In the blink of an eye, they’d finished four bottles. Feeling tipsy, Jaeyoung blinked slowly as he watched Sangwoo pick up his glass, turn his head to the side, then whip back and empty the whole thing. If Jaeyoung didn’t know any better, he would’ve said the weirdo was drinking water, not alcohol.


  He has no right to beso goddamn sexy, Jaeyoung thought, then immediately tried to remind himself that Sangwoo was a man. He even scrubbed his eyes with his fists in disbelief, but nothing changed—there was still a slight blush on Sangwoo’s cheeks, and a cherry-red gleam to his lips.


  Hungrily latching onto every single detail, Jaeyoung’s eyes traveled down Sangwoo’s long neck and lingered on his plaid shirt for a moment. But when the weirdo opened a fresh bottle of soju, his gaze quickly danced over to take in the newly defined muscles along his forearms.


  Thank god for rolled-up sleeves, Jaeyoung thought reverently as Sangwoo twisted the cap off, blue veins bulging slightly beneath his pale skin. At this rate, I wouldn’t be surprised if I got a fucking nosebleed…


  Exhaling sharply, Jaeyoung brushed a hand over his face—his skin radiated heat under his fingers. And much as he didn’t like to admit it, that couldn’t entirely be blamed on the alcohol.


  “Recommended games… ‘Open Up Your Heart,’” Sangwoo muttered.


  Jaeyoung snapped his head up to see that the weirdo was pointing at the wall behind him. Raising an eyebrow, he turned around to look as well. There was a large poster on the wall, listing “The Best Drinking Games to Spice Up Your Night.” A short description accompanied each of the games—Kings, Never Have I Ever, First Impressions, and Open Up Your Heart. Slowly, Jaeyoung turned back around to face Sangwoo, whose eyes were gleaming with uncharacteristic interest.


  “You wanna play?” Jaeyoung asked.


  The answer came immediately.


  “Yes.”


  “Jeez…sounds like someone’s holding a grudge or two.”


  Sangwoo just stared at him intently. Fortunately, Jaeyoung wasn’t the type to get offended if an underclassman dropped the honorifics for a few minutes. “Go for it, then,” he said.


  Immediately, Sangwoo began the game. “Hey, Jang Jaeyoung.”


  Maybe Jaeyoung was imagining it, but he could see a determined glint in Sangwoo’s eyes. His heart began to pound. Playing along, he scooted closer to the table and respectfully clasped his hands together.


  “Yes, Hyung! What can I do for you?”


  There was a short pause, wherein the weirdo cleared his throat a few times. He looked away briefly before redirecting his gaze to Jaeyoung.


  “You need to start taking my criticism more seriously, understand?”


  “What do you mean? I’m already taking it seriously!”


  “Why do you keep repeating the same mistakes, then?”


  “I’ll be more careful in the future, Hyung.”


  “Is your underscore key broken or what? I know you’re good at English, so you have no reason to be making so many typos. It’s not that hard. Try to be more mindful, all right?”


  Leave it to this asshole to bring up work while we’re out grabbing drinks...


  Jaeyoung picked up a fish cake skewer and shoved it in Sangwoo’s mouth.


  “Make sure to eat, Hyung.”


  Sangwoo diligently chewed on the fish cake and swallowed. Then he continued, “Also, we’re falling behind schedule because you’re missing deadlines. Don’t pretend it’s not an issue.”


  “Cut me some slack, Hyung! I’m trying my best. I promise I’ll get everything done.”


  “That’s an empty promise.”


  “Not at all! I was grinding away earlier today, actually.”


  That was a bold-faced lie. He’d achieved absolutely nothing because he’d been too busy thinking about Sangwoo all day. But he was confident that despite procrastinating, he’d be able to cobble something decent together at the last minute. 


  Jaeyoung smirked playfully. “Looks like you picked this game because you wanted to give me a scolding, Sangwoo-hyung.”


  A frown started to form on the weirdo’s face, but Jaeyoung disrupted it by scooping up some okonomiyaki and force-feeding it to him. Unlike before, Sangwoo was starting to look a bit tipsy too—his eyes were slightly unfocused, and his robotic demeanor was nowhere to be found. He didn’t even bother to fight back when Jaeyoung pushed the bite of food into his mouth.


  After a moment, Sangwoo muttered, “I just wanted to hear you call me ‘hyung,’ you… You dumb brat.”


  “I see… Have another drink, Hyung.”


  Jaeyoung grabbed Sangwoo’s glass and held it up to the weirdo’s lips, and he promptly drank from it like a baby bird. After swallowing, he pointed at Jaeyoung accusingly.


  “You. Jang Jaeyoung.”


  “Yes, Hyung?”


  “You know…that you’re a fucking psycho, right…?”


  “Oh, of course I do.”


  Scoffing, Sangwoo crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back in his chair. “You asshole. I still remember how you doodled all over my face…”


  “Right, right. I don’t know how I’ll ever atone for my sins.”


  “Then you bought all my coffee… That’s called stockpiling. It’s not…allowed.”


  “Of course it’s not. You should’ve reported me to the Consumer Union, really. I mean, I’m suuuch a terrible person.”


  “You’re…garbage. Sewer garbage…”


  “Oh no, I’m radioactive waste. But I can kneel at your feet and beg for forgiveness, if you want.”


  Abruptly, Sangwoo leaned forward across the table. It almost felt like some unseen force had reached out and tugged him in Jaeyoung’s direction. But then he placed his arms on the table and crossed them, resting his chin on top. One of his elbows shoved the okonomiyaki to the side, and Jaeyoung barely managed to grab it before it fell to the floor.


  At that point, he was sitting pretty damn close to the table too. Somehow, he and the weirdo had ended up so close together that the rim of his hat was now almost brushing Jaeyoung’s forehead.


  Jaeyoung lowered himself to the table just like Sangwoo, until he could finally see the weirdo’s eyes. His heart began to race even faster. He watched, mesmerized, as Sangwoo’s dense eyelashes fluttered as he blinked. As his lips moved to form a mumbled string of words. 


  “You’re lucky that you’re so…decent-looking, you know.” 


  “That’s true. Nobody would want anything to do with me if I didn’t at least look decent.”


  “At least you’re self-aware.”




  It was clear that Sangwoo was feeling tipsy; the weirdo’s eyes were slightly unfocused as he studied Jaeyoung’s face. Still, there was a strange intensity to that gaze—it left heat lingering on Jaeyoung’s skin wherever it touched, though perhaps that was just his imagination. 


  Sangwoo’s focus lingered on Jaeyoung’s forehead, then moved to his nose, neck, chin, and finally his lips. Then the weirdo’s eyes narrowed slightly, and he seemed to mouth something to himself.


  At last, Jaeyoung broke the silence between them. “Is there something on my face, Sangwoo-hyung?”


  The weirdo’s eyes turned into such thin slits that a bystander might’ve thought he was falling asleep, but then he turned his gaze to the side and poured Jaeyoung another glass of soju. 


  Jaeyoung downed the alcohol right away, then asked yet another question. “Do you think I’m hot?”


  It was like Sangwoo hadn’t heard him. The weirdo just refilled his glass yet again instead of responding. 


  Jaeyoung emptied it in one gulp. “Do you...think I’m...hot, Hyung?” he repeated slowly, staring directly into Sangwoo’s dark eyes. Their usual sharpness was nowhere to be found.


  What are you thinking, Sangwoo? If my guess is correct…you probably want me.


  After a moment, the weirdo answered in a small voice, “Yes.”


  Jaeyoung blinked slowly, momentarily struck speechless. The butterflies in his stomach were starting to spread throughout his entire body, swarming around his heart. Maybe it was the alcohol, but he found his mind dominated by a single thought. Acting on it might jeopardize their entire relationship, but he found he didn’t care about that anymore. 


  Placing both his hands on the table, Jaeyoung sprang to his feet, stumbling slightly before managing to regain his balance. The four-legged piece of furniture was suddenly an irritating obstacle standing between them—he pushed it roughly aside and took a step toward Sangwoo, who craned his head back to look at him. 


  Thanks to this, Jaeyoung got a good view of the weirdo’s entire face.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  “Yes?”


  “Can I take it off?”


  His face turning crimson, Sangwoo fell silent. But that flush wasn’t from tipsiness this time—Jaeyoung could just feel it.


  “I was talking about your hat, dummy. Unless…you thought I was referring to something else.”


  Without bothering to ask for permission, Jaeyoung reached out and lifted the black cap off the weirdo’s head. A strange sense of satisfaction surged in him as Sangwoo froze, visibly flustered. 


  There was nothing special about the guy, really—he wasn’t one like one of those manhwa characters who turned into complete hunks whenever they took off their glasses. He was just a regular guy with hat hair. 


  At least, if one was being logical. But Jaeyoung had long turned off that part of his brain. 


  In that moment, all he could think about was how striking the sharp contrast between Sangwoo’s dark eyes and pale skin was. How he looked curiously put together and yet disheveled at the same time, his usual mask of calmness discarded entirely.


  Sure, maybe it was a mirage conjured by a combination of alcohol and his own emotions, but the weirdo loomed before Jaeyoung’s eyes like some sort of temptress. R-rated fantasies flooded into his mind one after another, unstoppable.


  “Not gonna yell at me this time?” Jaeyoung asked, his voice coming out huskier than usual. There was something about Sangwoo that stripped him of all self-control—whether that was over his voice, face, or his stupid dick.


  “Give it back,” Sangwoo said, sending him an indignant glare as he fidgeted awkwardly with his bangs. 


  Jaeyoung’s heart skipped a beat. Ain’t no way in hell. 


   “I said, give it back.”


  “Sorry, I don’t wanna.”


  “Jaeyoung!”


  “Ooh, is someone maaad?”


  “Enough is enough!”


  Sangwoo sprang to his feet angrily. His height was average—not too tall or too short—and Jaeyoung loved it. He liked how the weirdo had to tip his head back to meet his eyes, and it was oddly satisfying to look down at his angry face. 


  Jaeyoung’s breath hitched with excitement. He waited patiently until Sangwoo reached for his hat, then grabbed his wrist tightly and tugged hard, bringing the weirdo’s disoriented face only inches from his. 


  Their eyes made contact for a brief, intense moment. Then Sangwoo directed his glare at the floor instead.


  “Fuck…”


  The word sounded foreign coming from Sangwoo. His voice was rough and low, just like Jaeyoung’s.


  “Sorry, what was that?”


  “I wasn’t talking to you, Hyung,” Sangwoo spat, then glowered at him with renewed determination. 


  But Jaeyoung just stood frozen in place, his breath coming out in heated huffs. His hands itched to grab, touch, even brush against Sangwoo. At this point, he would take anything.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  “Yes?”


  In a painstakingly slow movement, Jaeyoung raised his right hand and gently placed it on Sangwoo’s cheek. Faint tremors radiated under his thumb as he stroked it across the weirdo’s flushed cheek.


  “I’m giving you fair warning—stop calling me ‘hyung.’”


  “Okay…”


  “I can’t promise what I’ll do if you—”


  “...Hyung.”


  Jaeyoung’s hand tensed, but Sangwoo just stared unwaveringly into his eyes.


  “You’re so fucking hot, Hyung.”


  Jaeyoung felt something plummet—probably his heart. Biting his lip, he slowly slid his hand down to Sangwoo’s neck, feeling like he was invading forbidden territory. The skin he found there was hot, almost feverish. Curling his finger’s behind Sangwoo’s nape, he pulled him in slightly until their foreheads were nearly touching.


  Sangwoo’s flushed face was right there. His dark eyes didn’t leave Jaeyoung’s for a second. They were so, so close...but though the string tethering Jaeyoung’s rationality was starting to fray, he still managed to remember what the rules were.


  “Advance notice: I’m going to kiss you in exactly one minute.” His words were almost businesslike, betraying the emotions burning in his throat. “So, if you’re gonna run…this is your last chance.”


  Jaeyoung’s breath turned ragged as a low, desperate hum resounded between his ears. His skin was on fire, but he couldn’t tell if the heat came from Sangwoo or himself. In his head, he pictured his body engulfed in a raging inferno. 


  Sangwoo’s eyelashes fluttered as he blinked, briefly shadowing his eyes and breaking their unwavering eye contact. But then, as Jaeyoung stared on dazedly, Sangwoo reached out with his free hand to grab the fabric of his shirt and pull him closer.


  But there are still forty-eight seconds left, Jaeyoung thought absently as he watched Sangwoo’s eyes slip shut. 


  Their lips pressed together just as they had the previous day.


  Something finally snapped inside Jaeyoung, and he roughly pulled Sangwoo even closer, tilting his head to get a better angle for the kiss. He jolted slightly when Sangwoo’s tongue suddenly slipped between his lips, but he recovered instantly and returned the favor.


  The world faded away after that. The only sensations he was aware of were the feelings of their lips melting together, their tongues tangling, and their breath becoming one. 


  The heat growing inside Jaeyoung was primal and wild. His overwhelming thirst grew faster than it could be sated, turning into a throbbing pain. He was burning up, and he welcomed it.


  Their kiss was far from romantic, having gone from zero to a hundred with no in-between, and they jerked back from each other with the same urgency with which they’d collided. As Sangwoo wiped his lips with his sleeve, panting frantically, Jaeyoung leaned against the wall and tried to catch his breath.


  Fuck… He practically ate me alive.


  He could still feel his heart racing a million miles an hour, threatening to burst.


  <101>


  “Let’s develop the game together. I need a skilled designer.” 


  “Fine. I’ll do it.”


  Simply put, Sangwoo’s plan had been a success.


  He’d hit two birds with one stone, as one would say. Not only had he recruited the most talented designer on campus to work alongside him, but he’d also managed to incorporate Jaeyoung back into his daily routine. It was the best solution he could’ve come up with—this way, he figured he’d be able to rid his brain of all the strange abnormalities that had been cropping up while developing his game at the same time. 


  This prediction had turned out to be mostly correct. Ever since Sangwoo had begun meeting with Jaeyoung regularly, all the minor issues that’d plagued him since the psycho had vanished from his life had started to fade. Finally, he found himself able to focus in class and study for hours in his usual library seat again. And so, for all the days that followed, he dedicated himself to academics until 4 p.m., after which he’d throw himself into game development.


  Overall, he thought things had been going well. The mere thought of his afternoon meetings with Jaeyoung energized him in the morning, keeping his mood slightly elevated for the majority of the day. The only issue he could pinpoint was that his mental state began to deteriorate as the meeting approached—starting around thirty minutes beforehand, his palms would start to sweat and his heart would begin to race.


  Still, none of the subsequent meetings were quite the ambitious project the first one had been. Back then, Sangwoo had neatly compiled the most recent information about the mobile app market, printed it, and even gone so far as to buy a variety of snacks from the convenience store before arranging them carefully on the meeting room table. 


  Ultimately, though, he’d been left disappointed. He could have perhaps persuaded himself to overlook Jaeyoung’s tardiness—the asshole had arrived a whole twelve minutes after their meet-up was supposed to commence—but it was the guy’s demeanor that Sangwoo found the most problematic. Jaeyoung hadn’t been cooperative in the slightest. The only silver lining was that he hadn’t tried to act as friendly and clingy as before.


  Later, as the midnight deadline had approached, Sangwoo had waited for Jaeyoung to send over the materials, continuously refreshing his email to no avail. When he’d finally managed to reach Jaeyoung by making a call from his neighbor's landline phone, it had been immediately obvious that the asshole was out playing pool somewhere. Even worse, the concept artwork he’d brought to their meeting the next day was clearly the result of minimal effort, which had plunged Sangwoo’s mood yet further into the abyss.


  “Just give me one more day,” Jaeyoung had asked.


  Strangely enough, Sangwoo had found himself unable to turn down the asshole’s request. It was nonsensical—he’d had no time to waste, especially after the entire weekend had gone down the drain because of Jaeyoung’s prior redo request. The project had to proceed according to schedule…and yet, Sangwoo had caved and let Jaeyoung rework the designs one more time just because the asshole had looked into his eyes and pleaded. 


  


  To Sangwoo’s surprise, Jaeyoung had showed up to their meeting on Tuesday with something incredible—a side-scrolling shooter game that revolved around platforming. The plot was familiar yet unique, and the artwork was so polished that it could’ve been pulled straight from a game already on the market. Finally, every single element of the game was explained neatly in a document, which also contained a new tentative title: Veggie Venturer.


  Needless to say, Sangwoo had been quite pleased. But it was the third of the three character designs that really caught his eye. With its flashy hair and pretty face, it immediately reminded him of the psycho sitting across the table from him. It’d been pretty obvious that Jaeyoung wanted to use another character, but Sangwoo had stubbornly refused. After all, who wouldn’t love playing a game with such a cute, adorable character?


  After that, everything had gone smoothly and according to plan. While Jaeyoung had kept missing things here and there, which’d made Sangwoo slightly concerned, it was impossible to deny the psycho was incredibly skilled. 


  When a big problem finally arose, it’d had nothing to do with the project.


  “I bet you’ve never been inside the art building. Come on, I’ll show you my studio and make you a cup of tea.”


  In hindsight, it had all gone wrong the moment he’d stepped foot inside Jaeyoung’s disgusting cave. He should’ve left after their short, five-minute meeting, where anything abnormal was unlikely to happen. But instead, he’d given into his curiosity and ended up following Jaeyoung to his studio so he could see it for himself. He’d prepared himself for the worst, but what he saw when the door swung open was a literal hell on earth.


  Simply put, the studio was a complete mess. Things were scattered all over the room, and even the objects that seemed to be in their proper places were random items with no discernible purpose. 


  In one corner of this hellhole sat a person dressed in an extremely concerning outfit. Sangwoo stared at the dog collar around her neck as she headbanged to the music she was blaring. 


  He felt a sudden, overwhelming desire to crumple up the whole room like a sheet of paper and slam it into the nearest trash can. How did Jaeyoung get anything done in such a dump? Sangwoo couldn’t even begin to understand. 




  It had already been established that Jaeyoung was a two-faced psycho—as well as a deadbeat, attention-seeking, sadist piece of trash—but now it was becoming obvious that he was absolutely disgusting as well. The only things Sangwoo liked about the guy were his design and illustration skills—he wouldn’t have even gone near Jaeyoung if he wasn’t already malfunctioning. But even as he’d grumbled all that to himself inwardly, he still helped Jaeyoung clean up the studio.


  The room became semi-presentable once all the clutter was gone, and Sangwoo suddenly realized there were posters plastered all over the walls. The ones Jaeyoung had worked on stood out like they’d been printed in the most vivid, dramatic colors, especially in comparison to the others, which frankly could’ve been black and white for all Sangwoo cared. Maybe it was because he had looked at Jaeyoung’s portfolio so often during his “research,” but he could even identify exactly which year each one had been produced.


  Before Jaeyoung had started working, he’d been sitting at his desk like a total deadbeat, his eyes unfocused behind his slipping glasses as he yawned lazily. But once he’d booted up his PC, it was like a switch flipped inside him; each of his hands controlled separate inputs, moving with the goal of maximum efficiency. His eyes—usually so expressive—became sharp and calm as he worked, carefully scrutinizing each step of his process. 


  There was no trace of the psycho’s usual carefree smile on his now motionless, serious lips. That’s when it’d hit Sangwoo: He truly was sitting in the studio of a skilled professional.


  


  At some point, Sangwoo had realized the five-minute meetings were far too short. They’d soon stretched to an hour, then three and a half hours. The downsides of letting such a thing happen were clear: He was heightening his risk of experiencing another abnormal reaction. And even beyond that, he was now stuck working daily in an art studio that remained perpetually dirty—no matter how many times he cleaned it—alongside the weirdest female he’d ever met and Jaeyoung, who he always ended up bickering with. And yet, he’d found himself coming back again and again and again.


  Sangwoo’s database on the psycho had gained a good deal of new information during the two weeks they’d worked together in the studio. Jaeyoung had a younger twin brother; he was very close with his maternal grandfather; he was not only fluent in Korean, Mandarin, and English, but also Cantonese and French; he didn’t like messing around in the water; he frequently changed his computer background, which was always of some random female celebrity; he preferred comic books over novels and movies over comic books; he absolutely despised mediocre or bad food; he was a cat person; he loved anything cyberpunk; he was a terrible gamer… The list only continued to go on.


  After taking over the desk belonging to the student who was currently gone serving in the military, Sangwoo had found himself quickly becoming accustomed to Jaeyoung’s presence. His brain had greedily absorbed anything related to the psycho, while his ears had recorded the sound of his voice—which his brain inevitably started replaying as he was preparing to go to bed. Every single day, he’d stolen glances at Jaeyoung’s face—directly and indirectly, for brief moments and for long ones—to the degree that he grew confident in his ability to recreate it on paper, despite having no talent for art. 


  Jaeyoung had been slowly seeping into Sangwoo’s very being, as subtle and deadly as mercury. And looking back, he knew exactly when he’d reached the point of no return. Exactly sixteen days after joining Jaeyoung in his studio for the first time, on one unforgettable Friday, Sangwoo had become completely corrupted.


  That day, Sangwoo had finished a variety of small tasks, including planning the rewards for and difficulty level of each stage of Veggie Venturer, the level-up bonuses the player would receive, and the HP and attack stats of each monster. As for Jaeyoung, he’d finished designing several major UI elements after hours of grinding away at his desk. Exhausted, he’d stumbled over to the small studio cot and collapsed.


  Usually, Jaeyoung would spend his break making dumb jokes, messing around on his phone, or shuffling through his playlist. But this time, his eyes had closed tiredly. By the time the fifteen-minute break concluded and Sangwoo turned around to call his name, the psycho had fallen fast asleep. 


  He should have woken Jaeyoung up—they’d agreed on exactly fifteen minutes. But for some reason, Sangwoo had turned back to his PC without saying anything. Time had flown by until it was 10 p.m.—it was time for him to go home.


  “Sunbae, I’m leaving.”


  The only reply Sangwoo got was silence, indicating Jaeyoung was in the deepest stage of sleep. Sangwoo was ready to go, his backpack slung over his shoulders, but for some inexplicable reason, he found himself drawn to the bed.


  “Sunbae. Are you asleep? Are you…really asleep?”


  With each careful confirmation, Sangwoo moved closer to Jaeyoung—one step, then another. When he finally reached the cot, he silently looked down at the psycho’s sleeping face. His bangs were slightly ruffled, covering his eyes. 


  Slowly, Sangwoo bent down and crouched next to the bed. His heart beat faster and faster as he drew closer to Jaeyoung’s face—it felt as though someone was squeezing his heart in a fist, much like the sensation he got when he was carsick. 


  Belatedly realizing his hands were clenched into fists, Sangwoo uncurled his fingers and gently brushed Jaeyoung’s bangs aside. He swept them up onto the sleeping psycho’s forehead with careful fingertips.


  How pretty. The words, simple and sudden, slipped into Sangwoo’s mind. He could’ve sat there, staring at Jaeyoung, all day long. A strange possessiveness seized him by the throat, and longing filled him. He just wanted to touch Jaeyoung. He wanted to run his fingers over his closed eyelids, the tip of his nose, his mouth… 


  Sangwoo’s gaze drifted to Jaeyoung’s slightly parted lips. Realization hit; he’d been mistaken. A mere sweep of his fingertips wouldn’t be enough to satisfy his desire—what he wanted was something else, something he would never even dream of doing if Jaeyoung were awake. 


  The opportunity hung right there before his eyes, fleeting yet tempting. Why not just act on it? Nobody would know unless he confessed.


  He was malfunctioning, glitching out. Seriously. That was the only reason he pressed his lips against Jaeyoung’s, then ran off like some petty thief.


  Sangwoo raced out of the studio and into the hallway, but didn’t get far before he slumped against the wall and slid to the floor, boneless. For the past twenty-five years, his logic, morals, self-restraint, composure, judgment, and sense of humanity had never wavered, as steady as a block of concrete. But in just one moment of foolishness, it had all turned to rubble. 


  Nobody knows what happened. It’s fine, he muttered inwardly as he dragged himself home, feeling like some murderer in a crime novel. 


  By the time he collapsed in bed, he’d convinced himself that nothing abnormal had occurred—his pounding heart, however, didn’t seem to have gotten the memo.


  Unfortunately, this was only the beginning of Sangwoo’s suffering. Unbeknownst to him, something was going to happen the very next day that would drive the final nail into his coffin, triggering a wave of internal destruction that would leave him in complete and utter ruins.


  


  “There you are! Come on, I wanna take you somewhere.”


  When Jaeyoung had grabbed him in front of the internet cafe, smiling like a sly fox, Sangwoo’s heart had dropped to his feet. Looking back, that moment had been his last chance to realize something was wrong and make a run for it. Alas, his judgement had already been severely impaired—as was obvious from all the other bad decisions he’d been making lately. 


  


  printf("No, thank you. I am very busy, and I’m not in the mood to be around you. Goodbye.")


  


  That was the command Sangwoo had entered into his system. But the output had been completely different.


  “Okay. Where are we going?”


  As for the consequences...they’d been severe. There was no recovering from what he’d just done at the restaurant, and Sangwoo knew it.


  So instead, he shoved his hat back on his head, walked around the folding screen, paid half the bill at the register, and then sprinted back home, where he’d brushed his teeth, washed his face, changed, and slipped into bed. But naturally, none of those actions purged his memory of what’d happened.


  Sangwoo practically writhed in embarrassment under his sheets, kicking at them until they ghosted up into the air and fell over his face. He trembled as he laid there in the darkness, completely mortified.


  Am I only a slave to my desires?


  Do I have to graduate from Hanguk University?


  Is my life still worth living?


  Tormented by this barrage of yes/no questions, Sangwoo didn’t get a wink of sleep until the early morning.


  


  Adolescence was typically a time when individuals experienced an intense sexual desire toward another person—Sangwoo knew that much. For instance, he remembered experiencing an acceleration of his heartbeat when he’d passed a group of female students on the bus who emanated a pleasant scent. And back in high school, he’d discreetly admired a teacher’s beauty, and even engaged in a romantic relationship with a member of the opposite sex when he’d reached an appropriate age. 


  Losing control of his desires to the point where he’d molested a sleeping individual—and in someone else’s studio, no less!—was entirely new, however. And that wasn’t even the biggest issue. Jaeyoung was, in every sense of the word, a man. 


  Sangwoo had never felt any kind of attraction toward a man before, despite being surrounded by people of the same sex in middle school, high school, college, and the military. To him, it was a complete aberration. He’d gone his entire life thinking that he would become physically affectionate with a woman, fornicate, and then get married. His entire extended family had done that, after all. But now, there was an unexpected bug in his code that had crept its way in and disrupted the natural order of things.
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  It was Sunday, and Sangwoo was heading home from work. To say he was in a terrible mood after the events of the previous day would be an understatement—his feet dragged under the weight of his own exhaustion and irritation. 


  Turning into the alley right in front of his apartment, he relished the idea of falling in bed the moment he walked through his front door. But then he was jolted back to the present at the sight of a figure sitting at the base of the stairs leading to the entryway to his building. 


  Dressed in gray sweatpants and a yellow jacket, with his hood pulled low over his head and gum in his mouth, the psycho looked like some loafer who’d spent most of his week wasting his life away in an arcade. He blew a big bubble, watching it expand until it popped.


  It was hard to believe that Sangwoo had voluntarily made contact with that deadbeat’s lips, not once, but twice. Regardless, he wasn’t in the mood to talk. He quickly strode toward the entrance.


  But he didn’t make it far. Jaeyoung suddenly sprang into motion, swinging his leg forward to block Sangwoo’s path. When Sangwoo stubbornly tried to move it out of the way, Jaeyoung hooked his fingers in the back pocket of Sangwoo’s jeans and yanked hard, causing him to stumble backward.


  This is sexual harassment, he wanted to snap. Jaeyoung’s hand had touched his butt, after all. But unfortunately, he knew he had no right to make that accusation.


  “What the actual fuck? Were you just gonna walk past me?”


  Jaeyoung leapt to his feet and blocked the entrance with his entire body, scowling like a thug about to demand Sangwoo hand over his lunch money. Eerily calm, Sangwoo began calculating an escape route. He could probably rush past the psycho if he really wanted to, but Jaeyoung would definitely catch him before he managed to enter his code into the door’s keypad. 


  “This is absolutely insane,” Jaeyoung continued. “I mean, you’ve already kissed me twice. Don’t you think you owe me an explanation? That was basically sexual assault!”


  Sangwoo’s thoughts came to a screeching halt. He’d confirmed that Jaeyoung was asleep multiple times, but maybe he’d been mistaken…?


  After a moment’s hesitation, he ventured, “As for the first incident, I have no excuses. I apologize. However, the second incident occurred due to mutual negligence. Please forget it ever happened.”


  “Mutual negligence?”


  “Yes. You’re the one who touched my face and said all those…things. The point is, we were both drunk, and we made a mistake. I assure you, I’m usually much more careful.”


  Jaeyoung didn’t respond, just stared at Sangwoo with cold, gleaming eyes. His usual smile was nowhere to be found, leaving his face eerily emotionless. 


  Sangwoo found himself shifting uncomfortably.




  Finally, Jaeyoung spat, “What, am I supposed to say sorry too now?”


  “Yes. I believe it would be best to exchange apologies and ensure the incident doesn’t repeat itself.”


  Jaeyoung’s lips twisted into a mocking smile, though his eyes were still cold. “Well, guess what? I’m not fucking sorry, and I can’t promise it won’t happen again,” he snapped.


  Sangwoo found himself caught off guard. For some reason, he’d assumed that Jaeyoung would also want to pretend like the incident had never happened. It took him a moment of hesitation to find the words to speak again.


  “I don’t understand. What happened between us…it’s nothing to be proud of, really.”


  “Why should I sweep it under the rug?” Jaeyoung retorted. “It wasn’t a mistake, and I know you felt the same way I did.”


  “And what way was that? All I felt was an abnormal sexual desire, nothing more.”


  Jaeyoung paused for a moment, his eyes darting to the side as if he was trying to process what he’d just heard. “‘An...abnormal sexual desire?’”


  “Yes. As a part of their evolution, humans have developed complex biological mechanisms that trigger them to feel sexual desire for members of the opposite sex, all for the purpose of reproduction. While I believe it is very impractical to court just to reproduce, it’s true that humanity has survived and thrived because the pairing process provides support for those going through the complicated stages of pregnancy. Therefore, feeling sexual attraction to someone of the same sex is nothing but a meaningless illusion that does not contribute to humankind’s survival or evolution.”


  For the longest time, Jaeyoung just stood there, repeatedly blowing up bubbles with his gum until they popped. His face was so impassive that Sangwoo couldn’t read it at all. 


  Finally, the psycho picked his ear with one finger and tilted his head. It was clear he hadn’t been paying attention to anything Sangwoo had said. 


  “Okay, and…?” he snarked. “I don’t recall signing up for a bio lecture. Whatever. I just have one question for you. Did you get hard yesterday?”


  “Get hard? In what respect?”


  “What the hell respect do you think? I’m talking about your external reproductive organ, idiot.”


  Sangwoo hadn’t been expecting Jaeyoung to ask such a personal, prying question, but this was one he could tolerate answering. The desire for reproduction was ingrained deep within his DNA, after all. Sure, it had been triggered in error, but that was nothing to be ashamed about.


  “I do become erect quite often when I’m with you,” he said without hesitation. “I’m not going to deny the presence of my sexual desires.”


  “That’s a real fancy way to say you want to fuck me.”


  Sangwoo ignored the mocking comment. “But that doesn’t change anything. It’s scientifically impossible for your Y chromosome to turn into an X chromosome.”


  The two of them were like a pair of magnets polarized in the same direction—they would never be able to be together. 


  Heaving a sigh, Sangwoo continued, “Let me be fully transparent. This has been happening for a while, but I’m certain I will recover soon enough. Unfortunately, I’m currently unable to control my impulses. Something seems to be malfunctioning...so I might need some time. The issue might be that we’ve been around each other too much. But I also don’t want to give up on Veggie Venturer...”


  Jaeyoung scoffed loudly. “Oh, I see! So you want me to stay the hell away from you, but you still want my designs?”


  “I don’t want to give up on this project. We can even work remotely if necessary,” Sangwoo said stubbornly. “Please don’t abandon the game.”


  Reaching into his hood to brush his hair back, Jaeyoung stretched his neck with a look of disbelief on his face. When he took a step forward, Sangwoo took one in the opposite direction.


  “Y’know, I really don’t get you sometimes. Did you ever consider that this situation might be making me uncomfortable?”


  “Is it?”


  Another step forward, another step back.


  “You really think I’m worried about working on some dumb fucking game? Honestly, you’re the most self-centered asshole I’ve ever met! How come you never even try to consider my perspective?”


  “What is your perspective?”


  Jaeyoung’s face screwed up in anger and he began to advance faster. Sangwoo stumbled back just as quickly.


  “Are you trying to piss me off?”


  “It was a genuine question.”


  Finally coming to a stop, Jaeyoung tilted his head back and massaged his neck. A deep sigh escaped his lips. “C’mon. You can’t expect me to just keep working like nothing happened.  There’s no way I’m gonna be able to focus on the damn game when you’re around.”


  “You could just try to suppress your desires and think more logica—”


  “Sorry, but I can’t fucking do that.”


  “Please calm yourself. As you can see, I am a man,” Sangwoo declared. 


  But once the words left his mouth, he abruptly felt like an idiot. Jaeyoung is looking pretty handsome right now, pointed out the more primal part of Sangwoo’s brain. The logical part could only look on in disbelief.


  Jaeyoung, meanwhile, let out another scoff. “I don’t give a shit about evolution and chromosomes. Unlike you, I don’t put labels on myself. I still don’t even know what I’m gonna do with my life. But that’s fine, because what matters most to me is what I feel in here right now.” 


  Jaeyoung put his hand over his heart, then surged yet another step forward toward Sangwoo. With the streetlight shining on him from behind, the psycho’s shoulders looked much broader than usual. A sudden tendril of fear unfurled within Sangwoo.


  “Call it abnormal if you want, but I’m not like you.” Jaeyoung said angrily. “If I catch feelings for someone, I just go for it. The only reason I’ve been holding back is because you’re a dude, and because I know it would break a pile of your goddamn stupid fucking rules! Not because I’m some kind of gentleman, all right? But you can’t even return that favor! You’re acting like my opinion doesn’t even fucking matter in this situation!”


  Sangwoo took another step back, but this time, his back bumped into a wall. He was trapped—cornered. His mind went blank as he scrambled to think of any self-defense techniques he could use against someone taller and bigger.


  When did he get so close?! Sangwoo thought, a wave of panic rushing over him as Jaeyoung continued to advance. At this point, their lips were a foot apart. Sangwoo flinched in horror at the realization of how close the events of the previous day were to repeating themselves.


  “You’re the one who started all this,” Jaeyoung was saying. “Don’t you fucking dare tell me to just…give up. You have no right—”


  This is my only chance! Seizing the opening, Sangwoo shoved his elbow into Jaeyoung’s side as hard as he could, then took off running.


  “Are you fucking serious?! Get your ass back here! I’m not done with you yet!” 


  Ignoring Jaeyoung’s enraged shouting, Sangwoo raced straight for his apartment building. Unfortunately, he didn’t have the room to gain enough momentum, and Jaeyoung caught him by the neck just as he reached the dirty glass doors.


  Tightening his grip into a headlock, Jaeyoung grabbed one of Sangwoo’s arms and tried to twist it behind his back. Realizing what was happening, Sangwoo tensed, jerking his arm and shaking his head wildly in a desperate attempt to break free. He quickly drove an elbow toward Jaeyoung’s stomach again with his free arm—but to Sangwoo’s dismay, the psycho blocked it effortlessly even with one arm still locked around his neck. 


  For what felt like an eternity, the two of them grappled fiercely outside the apartment building.


  “Let…go of me!” Sangwoo gasped.


  He tried to trip Jaeyoung with one leg, but the psycho had already used his physical advantage to completely trap Sangwoo in his arms. Naturally, when he went tumbling to the ground, he took his prey with him. 


  Jaeyoung’s back collided with the asphalt first, and he grunted in pain. Hoping to take advantage of the opening and regain his footing, Sangwoo drove a punch into the asshole’s chin, but Jaeyoung immediately wrapped his legs around Sangwoo’s waist and flipped them both around.


  Damn it. If only there was a cane lying around or something...


  Jaeyoung wasn’t much bigger than him, but the psycho was just large enough to keep Sangwoo from overpowering him. Before he knew it, he ended up lying on the ground with Jaeyoung on top of him. 


  Trapping Sangwoo’s thighs between his knees, Jaeyoung firmly pinned his wrists to the asphalt. It was clear the psycho had gained the upper hand—Sangwoo had no chance of shaking him off from where he lay on the ground.


   The position sent the memories of their tussle from literal seconds ago up in smoke,  and Sangwoo squeezed his eyes shut. “What is the meaning of this?” he barely managed to say.


  Jaeyoung’s fingers tightened around Sangwoo’s wrists. “You’re the one who ran away in the middle of an important conversation. Feel like acting like a grown up now?”


  “I have nothing more to say,” Sangwoo said stubbornly.


  “Open your eyes.”


  He did not.


  “If you don’t, I’m gonna kiss you.”


  Sangwoo’s eyes snapped open, his heartbeat jolting into a gallop in his chest. Whether it was because their bodies were nearly pressed together, or because Jaeyoung’s face was so close to his, he couldn’t tell. Even worse, it was impossible to hide his physical malfunction—his chest was rising and falling rapidly. 


  Grasping at straws, Sangwoo began to recite the national anthem in his head. But Jaeyoung appeared oblivious to his struggles.


  “Listen verrry closely,” the psycho said in a serious tone. “I don’t care that you’re a man. So you have two choices now: Be with me, or I’m dumping the goddamn game and we can go our separate ways. Those are your only options.”


  “Be with you? What does that mean?”


  “What the hell do you think?” Jaeyoung asked. The streetlight cast warmth onto his cheeks, and his eyes seemed a shade lighter under the orange glow. 


  The psycho’s words felt like they were in a code to which Sangwoo only had half a key. He had a good guess as to why Jaeyoung was so angry and to what he was proposing, but he needed to be sure.


  “Basically, you’re suggesting that we keep doing…those things,” Sangwoo said. His words came out even more flatly than Jaeyoung’s, and it didn’t help that his voice was so hoarse.


  “‘Those things’? Care to elaborate?”


  “You want the two of us to act like we’re in a relationship even though we’re both men for the sake of relieving our sexual desires. You want us to hold hands, kiss, and…fornicate.”


  “‘Act like’ we’re in a relationship? Sangwoo, I swear to fucking God…” 


  His brow furrowing in irritation, Jaeyoung squeezed Sangwoo’s wrists even tighter. A shadow fell across Sangwoo’s eyes when he leaned closer. 


  “Here’s a pop quiz for you. What’s your definition of a relationship?”


  “A relationship is when a man and woman engage in a romantic courtship with the goal of eventually getting married. By doing this, you’re basically utilizing a trial version of the existing official software.”


  “And two guys can’t do that?”


  “I would think the answer to that is obvious.”


  Without warning, Jaeyoung released Sangwoo’s wrists and took a few steps back before plopping on the ground, blinking in disbelief. The streetlight bathed his skin in a glowing sea of orange.


  “Just…wait there. I need to think,” he muttered. “And don’t you dare try running off again.”


  After tossing his gum into a nearby trash can, Jaeyoung pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and slipped one between his lips. A small spark flared in the darkness as he lit it, and a thin trail of smoke rose into the sky. 


  As Jaeyoung’s cheeks puffed out, then deflated, Sangwoo sat up and put some distance between himself and the psycho. Settling himself onto the ground as well, he bent his knees partway to his chest.


  Jaeyoung didn’t say a word the entire time he smoked his cigarette. Even when he was done, he just stubbed it out with his heel and ran both his hands over his face. 


  Sangwoo waited patiently, unsure how much time had passed—he had no way of telling without checking his watch, but it felt like it had been a while. 


  And then, finally, their eyes met.


  “Maybe it’s easier this way,” Jaeyoung muttered coldly, seemingly to himself. “Sure, let’s call it sexual desire if that’s the only way he can understand it.” He motioned for Sangwoo to come closer. 


  Sangwoo tensed, slightly unsettled by the emotionless mask that had settled over Jaeyoung’s face.


  “Get over here, or you’ll really piss me off.”




  Inch by inch, Sangwoo crawled toward Jaeyoung on his knees. The psycho simply stared at him impassively, beckoning him closer again and again. Forward, forward, forward… 


  Sangwoo continued until they were about a desk’s width apart, then stopped. “What?” 


  The word had barely left his mouth when Jaeyoung spun from his butt to his knees and rushed forward, snatching Sangwoo’s hand off the ground and lacing their fingers together. It happened so fast that there was no avoiding him—Sangwoo simply froze into a statue.


  “We’re holding hands now…” Jaeyoung muttered, reaching out his other hand to cup Sangwoo’s cheek. His thumb slowly brushed over Sangwoo’s lips. “And we’ve already kissed.”


  Shuddering instinctively, Sangwoo tried to lean back, but Jaeyoung quickly pulled him closer to his chest by the neck.


  “Now…we just have to fornicate, right?” the psycho whispered in Sangwoo’s ear. 


  Goosebumps immediately ran down his arms.


  Jaeyoung leaned in even closer until his forehead made contact with Sangwoo’s hat. Slowly, the rim was pushed up and back until the piece of headwear came loose and fell to the ground. 


  As Jaeyoung’s light brown eyes gazed into his, Sangwoo struggled to decipher some kind of thought, intent, or emotion in them… But it was impossible. He couldn’t tell if the psycho was being sarcastic or genuine. To make things even worse, he couldn’t process anything that was happening—not with his heart threatening to burst through his chest and his skin’s temperature regulation system malfunctioning.


  Struggling to compose himself, Sangwoo managed to say, “I have two questions.” 


  Jaeyoung jerked his chin up slightly, as if signaling him he was allowed to continue. 


  “First question: Given that men cannot engage in fornication, I’m not quite sure how you plan for us to relieve our sexual desi—” 


  “Men can’t? Who told you that?”


  “S-Sorry? How… I mean, where… What…?”


  “Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of it once we get there.”


  “How can you be so confident without even try—”


  “I have tried it,” Jaeyoung interrupted, finally breaking his intense stare to awkwardly scratch at his neck. “Next question.” 


  Sangwoo hadn’t really gotten an answer to his first inquiry—beyond that Jaeyoung had previous experience—but he just quietly filed away the information, planning on doing additional research at a later date.


  “Second question: What is the benefit of forming such an abnormal relationship?”


  “All right. Imagine yourself as a general in the Qing dynasty,” Jaeyoung whispered in a low voice, squeezing Sangwoo’s hand even harder. “The enemy is besieging your castle. Soon, they’re gonna shoot arrows over the walls, cut off your water supply, and all that jazz… At that point, you have two options.” He extended his index finger. “One: Just ignore them and wait until they leave...”


  Sangwoo stayed silent—he had a good idea of what Jaeyoung was trying to say. 


  Another one of the psycho’s fingers went up. “Two: Ditch the castle and go beat the shit out of them. Which one sounds better to you?”


  Still, Sangwoo didn’t say anything.


  “Think about it. The most efficient way to solve a problem is by eliminating the root cause. At least, I figured you might relate to that…”


  Nodding wordlessly, Sangwoo recalled a memory from his time as a corporal—his unit’s living space had been infested with bees, so he’d had to suit up in CBRN safety gear and remove the beehive himself. 


  Jaeyoung poked him right above the heart with a single finger. “See? That’s the only way to curb your ‘abnormal’ desires. Don’t try to run from them or ignore them. How about we just see how things feel and where we end up? Who knows? Maybe that’ll get rid of all these annoying emotions.”


  It was a convincing argument. And this way, Sangwoo would be able to continue Veggie Venturer as well. Still, he honestly didn’t get how he’d wound up agreeing with Jaeyoung—after all, what that psycho was suggesting didn’t align with his values at all. Even the vast majority of people online agreed that having friends with benefits for the sole purpose of satisfying one’s sexual desires was unethical. Rejecting the offer would be the right thing to do as a civilized human being, no matter how much he wanted to engage in sexual activity…but Jaeyoung had a good point.


  Sweat beaded on Sangwoo’s palm where his skin pressed against Jaeyoung’s. An irrational urge was building inside him—an urge to not let the psycho’s hand go. He wanted to see, touch, kiss...and maybe take things further. 


  No matter how much Sangwoo tried to push the thoughts away, desire clung to his mind. But was indulging himself really the only way to rid himself of these impulses? Unfortunately, he lacked the resources to reach a proper conclusion, as he’d never even considered the question before.


  Finally, Sangwoo spoke. “To begin with, let go of me.” 


  Pushing Jaeyoung back with one hand as he reclaimed the other, Sangwoo scooted backward. The psycho’s proposal was a tempting one, to be sure, but he wasn’t the type to make important decisions on a whim. 


  Picking up his hat and putting it back on, he added, “I need some time to review your offer.”


  “How much time?”


  “Two weeks.”


  “Seriously? I’m on a tight schedule here.”


  “I’m aware. In fact, if you take a look at what we have planned for the next two weeks, you’ll see we’ll be refraining from meeting due to midterms. I’ll use that period to think things over. In the meantime, please proceed with the tasks outlined in the schedule. All files should be uploaded to the cloud drive by Friday, April 26th."


  “You fucking workaholic...”


  Ignoring the comment, Sangwoo rose to his feet. He could still feel his hand throbbing from Jaeyoung’s tight grip. As he brushed past Jaeyoung, he heard the psycho call his name.


  “Choo Sangwoo.”


  “What?”


  “Why do you always have to make things so hard, huh?”


  “I have no clue what you’re talking about. I’ll see you at the next meeting.”


  “Meeting, my ass…”


  As Sangwoo finally walked into his apartment building, he could feel an excessive amount of adrenaline coursing through his veins.
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  Exams rarely prompted Sangwoo to change up his routine—his study sessions became slightly longer, but that was about it. He felt no need to cram at the very last minute, since he reviewed lecture materials every single day. To be fair, this particular time he was going to have to put in a bit more effort, since he’d been unable to listen to pretty much any lecture that’d been given at the beginning of the semester. But even that wasn’t going to give him much trouble, since he’d been diligent about catching up after Jaeyoung had dropped out of all his classes at the two-week mark. In fact, Sangwoo’d had so much free time on his hands that he’d even been able to test out his completed resources in Veggie Venturer’s game engine occasionally. The only difference was that he didn’t have his meetings with Jaeyoung.


  On Wednesday, Jihye had suggested that they meet up over the weekend to study for Pop Culture and Cultural Theory together. Sangwoo had taken her up on the offer, hoping that Jihye’s presence would turn out to be useful—the class was one of his weakest links, after all. 


  They’d met at a cafe Jihye had picked out that Saturday, since he didn’t work during midterms. The meeting had turned out to be very productive, to Sangwoo’s satisfaction. They’d traded back and forth explaining various theories and then quizzed each other on them, making sure to review problematic topics.


  When exam week had arrived, it’d flown by. Most of Sangwoo’s exams were written, but he’d had to do an oral exam for Intermediate Chinese, and some of his professors assigned projects instead. Thankfully, he didn’t have much trouble with any of them. He’d always been at the top of his class even when he was taking seven or eight lectures at the same time—five was a piece of cake.


  “That was pretty hard,” Jihye said with a loud sigh as they walked out of the Pop Culture and Cultural Theory classroom after the exam. “Question fifteen really killed me! How are we supposed to know the cities where every single one of the theories originated? That’s insanely hyperspecific! It’s like the professor was just trying to screw us over.”


  “I thought question twenty-two was difficult.”


  “Really? That was the short answer where you had to criticize postmodernism from Adorno’s perspective, right? Hmm…that’s weird. You had both those theories down when we were studying together.”


  They continued to thoroughly review the exam questions together as they ate in the dining hall. It turned out that Jihye cared a great deal about performing well on her exams, which made sense, considering how hard she worked in school.


  “Honestly, it kinda sounds like you did much better on the exam than I did, Oppa. You might’ve gotten all the questions right aside from number twenty-two.”


  “Perhaps.”


  “This is sooo unfair. I’m the one who explained all those theories to you!”


  “It’s unreasonable to expect me to perform poorly on purpose just because you helped me.”


  Jihye pouted silently. Her frustration and disappointment were valid—it probably stung to know she had performed worse than someone who didn’t even understand the subject as well as she did. Sangwoo figured it might improve her mood to say something kind to her for once—humans were emotional creatures, as a certain someone kept reminding him.


  “Memorization has always been my strong suit,” he said, “but I don’t think I would have managed to understand all those concepts if you hadn’t helped out.”


  “Really? You mean that?”


  Why is she trying to extract the same compliment from me twice? Sangwoo wondered. Ignoring her, he silently finished his food.


  


  Once he was done eating, Sangwoo put his tray away and headed to the convenience store, planning on grabbing some coffee. Jihye followed him, unasked, as per usual. She snatched the Black Holic from him and paid for it without even asking.


  “Oppa, I think I deserve to ask for a favor. I helped you ace the exam, and now I even got you coffee!”


  “That was a trap, then?”


  “I guess…? Anyway, come on, lend me a hand! You owe me!” 


  The words might’ve sounded threatening from anyone else, but Jihye’s bright smile took the teeth out of them. Sangwoo tried to guess what she might want from him, but his imagination only produced generic hypotheses like a nice meal or someone to help her carry heavy things. Though honestly, if either one of those options was the case, he wouldn’t mind complying with her wishes. 


  “Tell me what the favor is first.”


  “Do you have any plans for the school festival?”


  Sangwoo frowned, caught off guard. The word “festival” failed to elicit any kind of positive emotion within him. For one, he’d never participated in any kind of festival before. Since classes were usually canceled during the festival week, he typically took advantage of the free time to do something actually productive.


  “I’ll be working.”


  “Oh…I see. Well, you can take a day off, right? I went out of my way to help you study, you know...”


  “But why do you want me to do that?”


  “Because I want you to hang out at the festival with me! Would Monday work?”


  “But why do you want me to—”


  “I don’t have any friends to enjoy the festival with!”


  “Why do you need a friend to enjoy the festival?”


  Jihye rolled her eyes. “Cut it out, Oppa. I’m asking nicely, so just nod and say yes.”


  Turning her down didn’t seem to be an option. It was true that Jihye had been very helpful to him, and he’d look like a complete jerk if he hypothetically slammed the door in her face after giving her a rare compliment.


  “Fine,” he said sullenly. 


  Jihye beamed and made him promise to meet her at the campus front gates at eleven.
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  The end of exam week had finally arrived. The results had already come out, and they were just what Sangwoo had anticipated—the only anomaly being that his grade in Pop Culture and Cultural Theory would be much higher than he’d thought it would be.


  After eating lunch at the dining hall, Sangwoo bought a can of coffee and took a walk along his usual path. His steps were brisk with excitement. The past two weeks had been hectic, but the absence of a particular individual had been painfully noticeable. In the past, he’d made all sorts of stupid mistakes and lost his ability to concentrate simply because he was gone. This time, though, he’d found it much more bearable, probably because he knew exactly when he would see him again. The folder on his desktop, simply named “Jang Jaeyoung,” had helped as well.


  “Don’t try to run from them or ignore them. How about we just see how things feel and where we end up? Who knows? Maybe that’ll get rid of all these annoying emotions.”


  Sangwoo had been running an experiment during the exam period to test two different solutions to the problem at hand. If the desire he felt in his presence was only a temporary malfunction, then it should have fizzled out over the past two weeks. If it resurfaced when he saw Jaeyoung next, he’d have no choice but to confront the issue head-on and eliminate the root cause. 


  For as long as he could remember, Sangwoo had avoided uncertainty like the plague, but there was no running from it this time, just ashe had said. All he could do was wait and see what would emerge from all the uncertainty and confusion.




  Now that the exam period had wrapped, so had Sangwoo’s experiment. Over the past two weeks, he had carefully observed his own state with the cool brain of a scientist, making sure to keep his emotions from influencing his rational side. The results were irrefutable—the enemies outside his castle had only grown in number and become more aggressive upon being ignored. He found himself longing for everything related to Jaeyoung, even if he’d hated it in the beginning. The psycho’s face, voice, little gestures, facial expressions, his crude speech, the way he smelled… 


  An intense craving burned through Sangwoo, one that couldn’t be satisfied even by looking at Jaeyoung’s pictures and videos every day or listening to a playlist filled with Jaeyoung’s favorite songs before bed. The desire inside him had multiplied itself like a virus left unchecked, infecting his mind from the inside out.


  Now, he only had one option remaining of the two Jaeyoung had offered him. It was easy enough to make up his mind, despite there being a couple of days left until the deadline he’d given himself and the psycho.


  Sangwoo headed into the studio like a general going to war. There, he only found the design major who was in his year despite being two years older.


  “Uh… Jaeyoung isn’t here,” she said.


  To Sangwoo’s eyes, the woman’s obnoxious fur jacket made her look like a poacher. When he glanced over at her, she flinched visibly and turned down her music. Her speaker was surrounded by a pile of tangled cords—after a few seconds, Sangwoo could identify a keyboard, mouse, monitor, and external drive hookup along with chargers for a tablet and a phone. Compared to the two USB ports on her PC tower and the four-way power strip on the floor, it was clear plugging everything in was completely hopeless.  


  The poacher tried to press some buttons on the speaker, but ended up knocking it over. “I don’t know why they make the cords on these things so short nowadays,” she muttered sheepishly. 


  Sangwoo blinked at her, as he mentally filed away some new data. Apparently, if someone left you completely flabbergasted, you’d be left speechless.


  Deciding it would be better not to engage further, he claimed his typical empty seat and waited. Eyes drifting over to Jaeyoung’s desk—which was as messy as usual—he silently began to gather up all the trash and throw it away. When he was done, he then put a pack of cigarettes, lip balm, an umbrella cover, earphones, and a lighter in the desk drawer.


  There was also a notebook with a familiar cover inside, which brought Sangwoo to a stop before he slid the drawer back shut. It was the one Jaeyoung had forcibly “bought” from him a while ago—the same kind Sangwoo had been buying over and over again for the past few years. On that day, Jaeyoung had drawn a picture of him, and Sangwoo had ripped it into small pieces.


  That had been during the first week of the semester—six whole weeks ago. Back then, Jaeyoung had been following Sangwoo around like a stalker, harassing him like the psycho had been paid to do it. 


  Sangwoo began to flip through the notebook, a strange sense of nostalgia stirring inside him. The last time he’d seen these pages, they’d been blank, but now they were filled with doodles. A few of them depicted cars and guns, but the rest were of humanoid figures. In fact, they seemed to be drawings of the exact same person—a guy with slanted eyes, absurdly deep dark circles, and a black baseball cap. The figure’s face was nearly twice the size of its thin, twig-like body. 


  A few more turns of the page revealed a series of comic strips titled How to Kill C.S.W. When did he draw this garbage? Sangwoo wondered, flipping through episode after episode. In each one, a crude, bobble-headed replica of himself died in some kind of grotesque way—getting severed in half, ground into powder, filled up with air until he popped like an overfilled balloon, or—strangely—shriveling up and wasting away after getting his hat stolen. 


  Still, somehow Jaeyoung had managed to make it all look so comical that Sangwoo found himself snickering. He paused when he reached the very last page, where the art style underwent a sudden shift. The sketch was a side profile of a man wearing a black hat.


  Is that supposed to be me?


  The man depicted on the page was so incredibly handsome—well, maybe pretty was the right word—that he could probably debut as an idol if he wanted to. His lashes were long and full, complementing his straight nose bridge and soft smile. It also seemed a lot of energy had been put into drawing his neck; beyond the incredibly detailed shading, Jaeyoung had made sure to include protruding tendons, the muscles that swept from neck to shoulder, and even a mole near his neckline.


  Sangwoo quickly glanced down at his shoulder, realizing for the first time in his life that he did, in fact, have a mole there.


  “Hey! Does Jaeyoung even know you’re here? Why don’t you try calling him instead of sitting around?” the poacher suggested loudly. 


  Suddenly feeling like a thief, Sangwoo shoved the notebook back in Jaeyoung’s drawer and closed it. “I can afford to wait a bit longer. I don’t have anything else scheduled for today.”


  “Okay, but what if he never shows up...? You know what? I’ll call him for you. Trust me, I’m doing this for my sake, not yours.”


  “If that’s what you want, I have no objections.”


  Exhaling loudly, the poacher grabbed her phone, typed in a number, and put the call on speaker. The dial tone rang loudly in the silence of the room.


  Riiing... Riiing... Riiing...


  The tension grew every time the tone repeated itself, but Jaeyoung never picked up. Immediately, the poacher called him again, but the call only went to voicemail.


  “That asshole!” the poacher snarled. “Seriously? He better pick up!” 


  She called Jaeyoung a few more times in rapid succession, but she never got past the voicemail prompt. 


  “Okay, he’s definitely being a lazy ass and ignoring my calls. Let me try calling with yours.”


  Nodding, Sangwoo dialed Jaeyoung’s number and handed his cell over to the poacher, who put the call on speaker again.


  Riiing... Riiing... Riii—


  “Hello?”


  “What the hell? Why didn’t you pick up when I phoned you?” the poacher snapped.


  “Are you with Sangwoo?”


  The poacher glared at the phone. “Where are you?”


  “Home. Are you with Sangwoo?”


  “Look, this guy has been sitting in the studio for ages,not even doing anything. He’s just been staring around with this super judgmental look on his face. Come fetch him before I throw myself out the window, okay? Drive, don’t walk!”


  Sangwoo heard Jaeyoung’s low sigh.


  “Fine.”


  Then he hung up.


  “I swear to God, he never takes me seriously,” the poacher grumbled. “Now I know he’s always ignoring my calls on purpose.”


  She seethed for a few more seconds, then handed Sangwoo his phone back. After slipping it into his backpack, he took out his textbook.


  There was a brief, awkward silence. “Um… Hey. Choo Sangchoo.”


  “Please make an effort to say my name correctly,” he replied flatly. It was the tenth time he’d made the request since meeting the poacher. 


  Sangwoo scoured his mind for the woman’s name, but it seemed it had never been recorded in his memory. Thankfully, he was saved by the gold necklace around her neck, which spelled out “Choi Yoona.”


  “How would you feel if I called you ‘Choi Yoochoi’?”


  “I wouldn’t care, honestly.”


  “All right, then. From now on, I will refer to you as ‘Choi Yoochoi.’”


  This time, the poacher didn’t respond, giving Sangwoo an uncomfortable glance instead. She clearly didn’t like him, but that made perfect sense. Why would she, when he’d only ever bickered with her since he’d joined the studio? And anyway, he didn’t exactly feel the need to be friends with someone who seemed so wild and stubborn…


  Suddenly, the poacher asked, “Did you two have a fight or something? You haven’t been here in a while, and Jaeyoung’s been all weird…”


  “Though you may feel an urge to fill silence with pointless chatter, such a thing is completely unnecessary. Just pretend I’m not here and get to work, Choi Yoochoi.”


  “I’m just curious, that’s all! I bet you had an argument. What was it about?”


  “There was no argument,” Sangwoo shot back. “And even if there was, it would be none of your business, Choi Yoochoi.” 


  There was no reason for him to elaborate. After all, he wouldn’t exactly benefit from telling the poacher that he and Jaeyoung—a pair of male students—had gone out for drinks, kissed, and then ended up disagreeing on where to take their relationship next.


  His gaze drifted back to the poacher’s desk and her pile of hopelessly tangled cords. He felt a flare of irritation—somehow, the sight seemed to be a reflection of his own life. Rising to his feet, he marched over to her desk with a sense of purpose. The poacher looked up at him in confusion.


  “Go and take a break if you’re not planning on doing any work,” he said, waving her away. 


  Once she’d hesitantly stood from her seat, he quickly saved all twelve of the programs that had been running on her computer and turned off the desktop, speaker, and monitor. He also found the power button on a strange machine that resembled a clamp and turned it off, and did the same to a second large, mysterious machine underneath her desk. Then he got to work on the cords.


  First, Sangwoo unplugged the external hard drive, folded its cord at regular intervals, and put it into its case. As for the connectors for the clamp-like machine and the tablet and phone chargers, he carefully coiled the cords and placed them all in the desk’s drawer. Then he unplugged the mouse, keyboard, and speaker, pushed them to the side for the time being, and untangled the cords belonging to the monitor and PC tower so he could plug them back in neatly. The four-socket power strip went behind the monitor. 


  Once he’d organized all of the other devices so their cords wouldn’t be tangled, the desk looked much tidier. Sangwoo smiled in satisfaction as he grabbed a rubber band from the desk and tied the cords together neatly. The connector for the speaker was not, in fact, as short as the poacher had intimated—in this case, the fault lay with the user. In Sangwoo’s opinion, humans mistreated machines way too frequently.


  The poacher whistled under her breath. “Dang… You should apply to be in one of those TV programs for people with weird talents.”


  “Try to keep the cords organized,” he said, ignoring her comment. “Your desk was only cluttered because you kept so many machines plugged in despite not using them.”


  “But…I do use them.”


  “Feel free to maintain your dismal lifestyle, then.”


  The door suddenly opened in the middle of this exchange, and Jaeyoung strode into the room, kicking the door shut behind him. He wore a white sweatshirt with the logo of a baseball team embroidered on the chest and a pair of black pants. Without acknowledging Sangwoo, he brushed past him and plopped down in his chair.


  “There you are. The Incarnation of Desire,” he said to Sangwoo mockingly. 


  The poacher burst out laughing. “What the heck is that supposed to mean?” she asked.


  “Dunno. Ask him yourself,” Jaeyoung responded without even looking at her, staring at his phone instead. 


  Sangwoo gazed at him silently, but the psycho’s eyes remained fixated on the screen. His side profile was cold and emotionless. 


  After a moment, the poacher chuckled awkwardly. “Hey… We’re all friends here. Let’s just apologize and move on, yeah?”


  “Don’t worry, we didn’t have an argument. It’s a lot more complicated than that,” Jaeyoung said, crossing his legs and peering at his nails. “Why are you here, anyway?” he added, addressing Sangwoo now. “If you want the final products, you’re shit outta luck. I’ve been slacking off this whole time. What should I do now? Want me to beg for forgiveness?”


  “No,” Sangwoo responded. “I said I would consider your proposal and present my decision the day after tomorrow, if you recall.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, I would like to move the deadline to today.”


  Jaeyoung narrowed his eyes, then glanced at the back of the poacher’s head. “Hey. Almost time for your smoke break, isn’t it?”


  She glanced at him in surprise. “Huh? Are you kicking me out?”


  “Just give us ten minutes.”


  “It’s not like you own the freaking place,” she muttered.


  For a moment, Sangwoo thought she would vehemently protest Jaeyoung’s unjust order, but she quickly gathered up her phone and wallet even as she grumbled under her breath. 


  “I’ll be back in ten minutes, okay? You two better have made up by then. I’m tired of tiptoeing around you.”


  With that, she walked backward out of the room, pointing an accusing finger at them the whole time. 


  The door slammed shut, leaving Sangwoo and Jaeyoung alone in the studio. For a long moment, neither one of them spoke. Jaeyoung slipped his phone back in his pocket and stared at Sangwoo unblinkingly, his eyes devoid of their usual playfulness. Sangwoo, meanwhile, was silently taking note of the inevitable hormonal reaction happening within his body as a result of seeing Jaeyoung for the first time in two whole weeks.


  Finally, Sangwoo said impassively, “I accept your proposal. It seems to be based on rational reasoning, and it would be preferable to go into such a venture with someone who is experienced like you. We can start next Monday.”


  It was Sangwoo’s way of declaring war on the pure, unadulterated sexual desire that only seemed to serve as a distraction to his daily life. He would hunt it down with a spear like some kind of barbarian hunting fish in a river.


  Jaeyoung’s face remained completely emotionless as he listened. Then he said, “I want to review exactly what my proposal consisted of.”


  “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.”


  “To relieve our sexual desires, right?”


  “Correct.”


  “So…we’re friends with benefits?”


  “Correct.”


  Jaeyoung scoffed in disbelief. “Fuck, you’ve gotta be kidding me...”


  Though his reasoning was difficult for Sangwoo to comprehend, the psycho seemed to be acting like it was Sangwoo who was at fault for their current situation. But it was Jaeyoung who’d made the immoral proposal in the first place.




  The psycho heaved a long sigh. “If I’m being honest, I was preparing myself for a rejection. Like, I don’t even know what to say,” he muttered. “Looking forward to it, I guess…?”


  “Yes. I’ll be in touch,” Sangwoo said with a nod. He began to rise to his feet, but froze when Jaeyoung called out to him.


  “Wait.”


  When Sangwoo glanced over, he found the psycho staring at him with a face like a statue—completely impassive. When he spoke again, his tone was  flat and dry. 


  “Why start Monday? You gotta prepare yourself or something?”


  “Indeed. I also need to do some research.”


  “Research? What research?”


  “I would rather keep that to myself.”


  Jaeyoung’s mouth fell open slightly as an unreadable look flashed across his face. Finally, he said, “Yeah, got it. So, we’ll grab a room at a motel on Monday, then…?”


  “Yes. That is what we agreed to.”


  Drawing in such a deep breath that his cheeks puffed up, Jaeyoung tilted his head back and let out a long sigh. He ran a hand roughly over his face. “Fine. You sure you don’t wanna do anything today? I’m sure you’re all pent up after suppressing your ‘desire’ for me for two whole weeks.”


  Sangwoo stiffened. “Of course we can’t...do it today. I haven’t had the chance to prepare.”


  “That’s not what I’m talking about,” Jaeyoung said, pressing on. 


  The psycho had a habit of beating around the bush whenever he broached a topic, which meant Sangwoo ended up having to spend much more energy than was necessary on processing the given information. Thankfully, it didn’t take him long to decipher Jaeyoung’s words this time.


  “We already did that at the bar the Saturday before last.”


  “So? Doing it again wouldn’t hurt, right?”


  He has a point. After a brief pause, Sangwoo extended a knee and hooked the tip of his shoe under one of the wheeled legs of Jaeyoung’s office chair. After a subtle tug, it rolled closer, colliding with Sangwoo’s own chair like they were playing a game of bumper cars.


  Jaeyoung’s chair tilted back slightly from the impact, but Sangwoo quickly steadied it and looked up into the psycho’s face. Right in front of him, mere inches away, Jaeyoung stared at him with dilated eyes.


  Desire surged through Sangwoo’s stomach, hot and wild. “I’m going to kiss you now, Sunbae,” he announced. “Would you like me to lock the door beforehand?”


  “Go for it.”


  Sangwoo immediately rose to his feet and walked over to the door, locking it with a click. When he turned back around, he found himself only inches away from Jaeyoung.


  “When did you—”


  But he never got the chance to finish his sentence. Jaeyoung’s hands shot up to cup his cheeks, and their lips pressed together. The world seemed to spin. Sangwoo let his eyes slip shut, savoring the taste of vanilla on Jaeyoung’s lips. How could someone’s saliva taste so sweet?


  All semblance of logical thought slipped from Sangwoo’s mind, swept away by a raging hurricane. As lightning crashed and thunder boomed, he was left in total disarray—but his tongue still moved of its own accord, exploring Jaeyoung’s mouth with an intensity that mirrored the overwhelming surge of emotion flooding him. 


  It was as if Jaeyoung had placed some kind of spell on him, throwing all his feelings completely off course. The only thing in his mind was the urge to devour the man he was kissing, to stake his claim on him. Whether this strange desire was something he wanted to preserve was not something Sangwoo could decide in this particular moment. He just felt the heat of it rushing through him, setting every nerve alight.


  After what felt like forever, Sangwoo shoved Jaeyoung away with both hands, his lungs screaming for air. He hunched over slightly like he had just run a marathon, panting and wiping his lips with the back of his hand. 


  Jaeyoung stared at him, his brow furrowed slightly. “Damn,” he said, his voice a low, husky whisper. “I didn’t take you for such a wild kisser.”


  Sangwoo immediately felt another surge of desire, followed by crushing regret. His condition hadn’t improved in the slightest—in fact, it had worsened even further. He stood there, his breathing coming out in ragged gasps, grappling with how he was supposed to quell the fire raging inside him.


  I’ll just have to wait until Monday, he told himself. After that, I won’t have to deal with this anymore.


  For a moment, they stood there in silence, Jaeyoung studying Sangwoo’s face with a quiet, intense focus. 


  “Sometimes, I can’t tell if you’re an idiot or a genius,” the psycho said abruptly.


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Sangwoo responded curtly. “Goodbye.” 


  Rushing back to his seat, he slung his backpack across his shoulders and left the studio without another word, afraid he’d do something completely rash if he stayed for any longer.
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  Sangwoo had witnessed the madhouse his campus became during its annual festival in the past, so he was prepared for what he saw: a jumble of tacky events, ugly banners fluttering in the wind, tents in every color, and students wearing monstrous costumes. Loud shouting, accompanied by music, blared over it all. Basically, it was a house of horrors made entirely for Sangwoo’s five senses. 


  “This is sooo cool, right?!”


  Sangwoo’s assessment of Jihye was usually positive. After all, she had proven herself to be an incredibly logical student with a flexible way of thinking. But she wasn’t acting like herself at all as she walked through the festival—her eyes were wide with joy and wonder as she exclaimed things like “That looks delicious!” or “Whoaaa, awesome!”


  The two of them had met at exactly 11:00 a.m.—just as she’d requested—and watched a performance put on by the Magic Club where the members had tried to convince the audience they could escape the laws of physics. At 12:02 p.m., Jihye had dragged him over to a tarot cafe where he’d eaten a sandwich while trying to tune out the ramblings of students trying to draw meaning out of the cards. 


  Next had been the school band’s obnoxiously loud performance at 12:42 p.m., to which he sorely regretted not bringing a set of earplugs. Then they’d sat at the Comic Club’s booth and flipped through grimy, used comic books while sipping on drinks from 01:13 p.m. to 03:43 p.m. By the time they left, Jihye’s eyes were swollen and red from crying.


  “I can’t believe Aran died from leukemia,” she said tearfully. “That’s sooodepressing! Also, isn’t it crazy that she turned out to be half-siblings with Huihyeol?”


  “Why are you crying over a fictional character?”


  “Because it’s sad! Which one did you read, Oppa?”


  “Seonhee and Jaeyoung.”


  “Oh, nice. Did you like it?”


  “No.”


  It had been the most boring plot that he’d ever had to suffer through. The only reason he’d flipped through the pages at all was because a particular name had repeatedly appeared in the speech bubbles.


  Jihye insisted on getting a picture of the two of them together as they took a brief stroll through campus. Apparently, she kept a photo journal to help with her terrible memory. Sangwoo obediently stood beside her as she snapped a selfie. 


  Once they continued walking, he noticed a colorful poster on the wall and came to a stop.


  Join the Arcade Game Competition! Hosted by the Classic Gamers’ Club!!!


  The word “game” had jumped out at him first, but he found his interest further piqued as he scanned the rest of the poster—one of the prizes was a discontinued game console that he’d unsuccessfully tried to purchase in the past.


  Jihye gasped. “Wanna try it, Oppa? Look, you can win that mechanical keyboard! You know, the one I was thinking about buying!”


  “That’s true.”


  Quickly, Sangwoo weighed the benefits of entering the competition. If they participated and won, they’d both get something they wanted. It seemed like a rewarding activity, unlike the dull, pointless ones Jihye had dragged him to over the past few hours. 


  He nodded, and they made their way to the engineering building, where the competition was being held. A large crowd had already gathered in the area. It seemed the participants could choose to compete in either Tetrus, Bubble Bubble, Iron Fist, or Metal Snail. Before entering the competition, Sangwoo and Jihye quickly discussed their strategies.


  “You’re trying to win the SuperFormiCom CX, right?” she said.


  “Yes. That’s the prize you get from winning Tetrus.”


  She brushed back her hair in an odd way and smiled confidently. “I’ll get you that console, don’t you worry.”


  According to Jihye, she’d been pretty good at Tetrus back when she was a kid. She’d been the top dog in her elementary school, and her skills had achieved near godly status after beating adults left and right. Sangwoo had to admit he didn’t find the tale entirely trustworthy, but he agreed to her proposal simply because he wasn’t confident in his own Tetrus skills.


  “Let’s see… The keyboard is the prize for Iron Fist,” Jihye said thoughtfully. “Have you played that game before, Oppa? I haven’t.”


  “Enough to beat them.”


  It had been a long time since he’d last played Iron Fist, but Sangwoo was still confident in his skills—he’d spent countless hours playing the game in neighborhood arcades when he was a kid. The mechanics of fighting games were fairly simple, and besides, the competition was small-scale. If he just picked a character and memorized their combos ahead of time, he figured he could probably wipe the floor with all the other students.


  Sangwoo and Jihye glanced at each other, sharing a brief moment of camaraderie.


  “I win the console, you win the keyboard, and we exchange prizes!” she declared, eyes blazing with determination.


  “All right!”


  


  After submitting their registration forms, Sangwoo and Jihye sat on the staircase by the venue for a few minutes, waiting for an open spot. There were around fifty students participating, and most of them were playing Iron Fist. A spot opened up in the Tetrus section first, and Jihye sprang to her feet, cracking her neck confidently. She looked at Sangwoo with a cocky smile.


  “I’ll be back with your console, Oppa.”


  Her heels clicked against the ground as she walked over and settled into a low folding chair. For Tetrus, it looked like she would be aiming to get the highest overall score instead of going head-to-head with anyone. 


  Jihye picked the hardest difficulty, so more than half her screen was already filled with obstacles when she started, and the blocks started falling at lightning speed. A catchy rhythm started blaring from the machine as Sangwoo watched her hands fly across the controls. 


  It quickly became obvious that Jihye’s hand-eye coordination, judgment, and controller skills were simply exceptional. Every single block fell in the perfect spot near instantly, and she was incredibly precise in how she moved and rotated them. Sangwoo felt a rush of satisfaction deep within his heart every time a long, straight piece cleared four lines of tightly stacked blocks.


  Jihye only threw in the towel when the blocks started raining down so fast that Sangwoo couldn’t even see them, after lasting a solid fourteen minutes. When she walked back to him, she was beaming.


  “Told you I’d win!”


  There was no question that she had crushed her competitors, scoring 100,000 more points than the student in second place. The console would definitely fall into her hands.


  “Good work!” Sangwoo said with a nod. He even bestowed a crisp high five on her when she reached out. 


  Jihye’s face lit up with a proud smile as she sat down beside him, her cheeks still flushed from the excitement. Sangwoo was still waiting for his turn, so he turned his focus to looking up two characters from Iron Fist and memorizing their combos. Finally, a seat opened up.


  “Good luck, Oppa!”


  “I’ll try my very best.”


  Sangwoo walked over to the Iron Fist section. Two arcade machines were set up facing each other, one for each dueling competitor. A large crowd of onlookers had gathered around them, and—unlike any of the other stations—two commentators were offering live commentary.


  “All right, who’s up next? Let me check the registration sheet… Another Comp Sci major!”


  “Since when did this turn into a Comp Sci meet-up...?” 


  “I mean, to be fair...we’re Comp Sci majors too.”


  Sangwoo examined the guy standing at the machine across from him. He looked a couple years older, and even though he was wearing a baseball cap and plaid shirt, Sangwoo could tell he was tall and broad.


  “Our new challenger has picked...Ed! Did he really just choose the worst character in the history of Iron Fist as his first pick? Maybe his hand slipped!”  


  “Eddy and Tristan... Quite the pair, really. If there’s one thing they have in common, it’s that they’re both unorthodox characters. If you can’t use them properly, they’re totally useless! All right, here we go, looks like they’re starting!”




  Ten seconds.


  That was all the time Sangwoo needed to lay low and observe just how skilled his opponent was. The guy may have already gone through five other competitors, but Sangwoo could tell that his gameplay was full of unnecessary movements, and his reaction time was noticeably slow.


  “Ed goes for the low sweep!” one of the commentators roared. “He shuts down his opponent’s combo and goes for a drop kick! That’s a perfect wave dash…and there’s the bread and butter!”


  “Amazing play! He might be the best player we’ve had so far! I’m willing to bet five hundred won that his parents own an arcade!”


  Beating his first opponent had been so easy that Sangwoo was tempted to yawn. After the guy stood up, scratching his head awkwardly after his defeat, another student quickly took his place—this one wore a hat as well, but looked much younger than the previous challenger. Sangwoo picked the same two characters for his next match.


  “Ed and Tristan again? Ooh, maybe he’s trying to send a message. Like, ‘I don’t even need to change up my strategy to beat garbage like you.’”  


  “Sure, but it’s also possible he doesn’t know how to play any other character... Oh, there it is! He parried our newcomer’s attack!”  


  “That’s it, Ed’s got him! Our new challenger is looking a bit flustered! Infinite comboooo! And…he’s finished! Unbelievable!”


  


  After easily defeating his seventh opponent, Sangwoo waved at Jihye, who was cheering for him from the sidelines. The next two challengers were a total joke as well—their best strategy seemed to be pressing the buttons at random instead of coming up with a single decent combo. Eight, nine, ten… Before he knew it, he’d gone through fourteen opponents.


  One of the commentators whistled. “Impressive! Looks like we’ve got our champion… Just ten more minutes, and he gets the prize! There’s only one challenger left. Let’s see if Ed and Tristan can defend the throne!”


  “The final challenger has taken his seat! Hm, that’s an interesting outfit… Maybe he came straight from the Cosplay Club? Oh, who would’ve guessed? This one’s not a Comp Sci major!”


  Slightly curious, Sangwoo took a peek at his last opponent. 


  It was like the guy had been teleported to the festival straight from medieval Europe—he wore a red vest, a white shirt with ruffles, black dress pants, dark shoes, and had a high-collared cape draped over his shoulders. His face, however, was covered by a dokkaebi[1] mask.


  What a weirdo, Sangwoo thought absently as he selected Ed and Tristan again.


  “You got this, Sangchoo-oppa!” Jihye shouted, and Sangwoo pumped his fist in the air confidently. 


  Suddenly, his opponent’s character dashed forward and struck Sangwoo’s character with a mid-range attack. Sangwoo quickly dodged to stop his character from being flung into the air, but his HP still took a huge hit.


  This one might be difficult…


  “Holy shit, that strike was lightning fast! Looks like our last challenger has a pretty good grip on playing Rossi!”


  “Rossi is definitely one of the best characters in the game. Do you think our defending champion can beat Rossi with a trash character like Ed? Let’s wait and see!”


  The opponent’s character darted back and forth constantly, landing quick jabs on Sangwoo’s. At first glance, it looked like he was shifting around too much, but he never fell into any of Sangwoo’s traps. There was a quiet precision in his approach, almost as if he had a natural talent at measuring the distance between his character and his opponent’s.


  “Ooh, that could’ve been a wall splat! A good call on the defender’s part!”


  “The challenger just screwed up Ed’s combo! So close…he could’ve won the entire thing!”


  “He might’ve messed up, but he’s still crazy fast! High, high, low… Jesus Christ, his moves are totally unpredictable!”


  The challenger’s constant barrage of attacks made it impossible for Sangwoo to execute his combos. Realizing Ed wasn’t the best character for the opponent’s complex gameplay, he quickly switched to Tristan, who he could use to KO his opponent as long as he managed to get his character in the air. I just need to launch him upward, and it’s game over.


  “And now we have Tristaaaaan! Oh, he’s immediately looking for an opening! RP4, RP4, RP4! He’s really going for it… Oh, there it is! The double uppercut! He’s in the air!”


  “Aerial combo! Three hits, four hits… He just keeps going! Holy shit, what year is he in? Is he our underclassman?”


  “Who cares? From now on, he’s my hyung! Oh, the challenger is flabbergasted! He’s done! KO! KO!”


  As soon as Rossi was taken down, Sangwoo’s opponent’s backup character appeared on screen. But just as Sangwoo let his guard down, his opponent unleashed a combo out of nowhere.


  “Oh my, would you look at that? Looks like our challenger is really pissed now!”


  “A low fake, then…bread and butter! This changes everything! Who will seize victory?”


  Sangwoo’s character took a heavy beating, dying after taking another 30% of the opponent’s HP. Gritting his teeth, he called on his last character. It was time for a deathmatch.


  “Our challenger is playing some impressive mind games here.”


  “Yes, but our defender is also flawless and precise! It’s like he’s hooked into the game system itself! Will he become the final champion, or will the fifteenth challenger take him down?”


  Sangwoo and his opponent exchanged a few jabs and low strikes. His opponent tried to land a left uppercut combo, but Sangwoo shut it down immediately. Unfortunately, his counterattack was blocked as well. Sweat started to pool in his palms and his nerves pulled tight as he leaned closer to the screen, every fiber of his being focused on the game.


  Then, out of the corner of his eye, Sangwoo noticed his opponent bouncing his leg. There was something oddly familiar about the movement, and his gaze shifted to the knee jutting out from beneath the arcade machine. 


  The brief distraction nearly cost Sangwoo the match. His opponent’s next move almost launched his character into the air.


  A bead of cold sweat rolled down Sangwoo’s back. He knew that leg. The way it was bouncing brought a certain someone to mind—intensely.


  Suddenly, he heard a low voice. “Done with your research, huh?”


  Sangwoo felt a chill race down his spine. After quickly shifting his character to the corner of the screen, out of his opponent’s reach, he craned his neck to the side to peer around the machines. Despite his opponent’s bizarre mask, Sangwoo could sense it—the psycho’s gaze had met his.


  The voice continued, “I sure hope you’re prepared for Monday.”


  “Jang…Jaeyoung?” Sangwoo whispered in disbelief. “What are you…doing here?”


  Tearing his gaze away, he grabbed the controller again, but his composure was shattered.


  “Or does your ‘research’ involve gaming at a festival, you fucker?”


  Ed was crumbling under Lili’s relentless attacks.


  “I’m guessing...”


  Sangwoo watched his opponent’s low-hitting rage drive unfold in slow motion. It was going to be fatal—and it was far too late to dodge.


  “...you’re pretty damn confident in your technique, Sangwoo-ya.”


  A mid-level kick struck Ed right in the face, reducing his HP bar by more than a half.


  “I’m looking forward to seeing you in action.”


  Lili landed a deadly combo, and Ed collapsed to the ground.


  Amid the loud roar from the spectators, the commentators shouted something, but Sangwoo just sat there, dazed.


  


  [image: ]


  


  “No, no, it’s okay, Oppa! You can have it.”


  “Keep it. I don’t deserve it.”


  Sangwoo trudged along, his shoulders slumped in defeat. He was empty handed, unlike Jihye, who held the SuperFormiCom CX. The shame was crushing—they had promised to do an exchange after winning the prizes, but he had failed completely.


  “I really don’t mind,” Jihye said sympathetically. “Like, I don’t even know how to use this thing. It’s so old.”


  “You can sell it on a marketplace, just like I taught you last time.”


  “Why don’t I just sell it to you, then?”


  Sangwoo perked up immediately, impressed by the novel solution—the second one she’d come up with in one day. His mind raced, quickly piecing together the optimal course of action.


  “You can create a listing later this evening,” he said excitedly. “I will find it and reach out to you on the app. Make sure to not sell it to anybody else—”


  “Oppa, you’re so silly sometimes.” 


  Jihye burst out laughing, grabbing his shoulder for support, but he turned away slightly, letting her hand fall back to her side. 


  After chuckling for about a minute, she handed him the paper bag that held the console. “Here you go. Transaction complete.”


  “What…?”


  “Take me to dinner tonight, your treat. That can be your payment.”


  He hesitated. “But…this console is worth more than 100,000 won.”


  “If you don’t like the terms, feel free to give it back,” she said, extending her hand sternly. 


  Sangwoo’s mind began to race. His stomach turned as he recalled the text he had received the previous night.


  


  [Freeloader 3: i’ll pick u up in front of ur place tomorrow night. b ready @ 10] 11:09 p.m.


  


  His original plan had been to leave the festival in just a few minutes and head back home so he could prepare himself. But his confidence had plummeted rapidly since Friday, when he’d first learned how men were supposed to have intercourse. 


  Frankly, he didn’t think he could do it. He’d been planning on apologizing to Jaeyoung and calling off their arrangement anyway, so... 


  Clutching the console to his chest, he said, “No, it’s fine. We can go to dinner.”


  “Great!” 


  Jihye covered her lips with one hand and chuckled mirthfully for a while, and Sangwoo shot her a strange look.


  


  The sun had dipped well below the horizon, and the path to the humanities building was now illuminated by lights in various shades as Jihye pulled Sangwoo along. Colorful ribbons decorated the area—a sight he found slightly grating—and booths lined the path, each set up by a different club: an acapella karaoke bar, an aquarium-themed restaurant, a dog cafe, and even a board game bar.


  Jihye, who had been walking silently, suddenly perked up like an excited puppy. “Ooh, let’s go to that one!” she exclaimed, pointing to a booth with a long line stretching away from it. 


  The Haunted Tavern, the sign read. A grim reaper and a female ghost, dressed in a traditional white Korean hanbok with long black hair, stood by the entrance, playfully scaring customers as they entered.


  When Sangwoo and Jihye walked up to the hostess, who was dressed as a dokkaebi, she shook her head frantically. “I’m sorry, but we’re full. You’ll have to wait for an hour and a half even if you put your name on the waitlist.”


  “Oh…that’s a shame. It looks super interesting,” Jihye said, frowning in disappointment.


  Personally, Sangwoo wasn’t particularly interested in ghosts or haunted taverns. But the paper bag in his hand felt like a weight on his conscience. After what Jihye had done for him, getting her into the booth she wanted was the least he could do.


  “Wait here,” he said, quickly pushing his way through the crowd. He slipped into the tent.


  The dark, cave-like interior was filled with all sorts of creepy decorations. There were ten tables, each of them occupied. Servers darted around the tent with plates full of food, occasionally slipping into their roles to entertain the customers. Sangwoo spotted a zombie, a magician, a shaman, an angel, a demon, a vampire, and even a version of Frankenstein’s monster. His eyes drifted to the vampire, who stood leaning on one leg with his arms crossed. The figure seemed strangely familiar.


  Wait, could that be…? The last challenger who’d defeated him in the arcade game competition had been dressed in the exact same outfit. 


  Sangwoo squinted at the vampire, trying to get a better look, but then the creature suddenly spun around. Their gazes locked.


  It felt like someone had whacked him in the head with a hammer. His mind whirling, Sangwoo staggered backward and ended up running into the dokkaebi hostess. “I’m sorry, but we’re full,” she said, as if reciting a prerecorded message.


  “Okay. I’m leaving now,” he replied quickly, turning to leave. To his dismay, he heard the vampire’s speak up from behind him.


  “Hey, can we make space for another table?”


  “Huh? There’s literally no more space, Sunbaenim!”


  “Kick out the ones who are done eating, then.”


  Sangwoo rushed out of the tent and found Jihye in the crowd. “They don’t have any more tables,” he explained frantically. “We’ll have to go somewhere else.” 


  She gave him a dejected nod. They’d just started to walk away when the hostessran out of the tent, glancing around until her eyes found Sangwoo.


  “Excuse me! Guy with the hat!” she shouted. “You can come on in. A table just opened up!”


  “It’s fine,” he said immediately. “I saw that it was completely full. We’re leaving now.”


  “I’d come and sit down, if I were you,” the hostess said in a suddenly low, chilly voice that made Sangwoo pause. 


  In that brief moment of hesitation, Frankenstein and the zombie server emerged from the tent and grabbed him by his arms. He couldn’t even fight back—they were too strong. They had to be student athletes of some kind.


  “Right this way, sir!” Frankenstein said cheerfully.


  “Let me go! This is kidnapping!”


  As Sangwoo flailed around, trying to free himself, Jihye stepped aside to talk with the hostess. “We got super lucky, Oppa! A spot just opened up!” she said with a delighted laugh.


  She slipped into the tent, leaving Sangwoo without any reinforcements. He barely managed to smack Frankenstein away, but his efforts were rendered useless when the zombie pushed him forward from behind. Unfortunately, the two servers were much stronger than he was, and he was pulled into the tent helplessly.


  The vampire stood there, staring at Sangwoo and Jihye with an irritated scowl. “Welcome in,” he bit out. His hair was slicked back with wax, revealing his flawless forehead. Dark eyeliner accentuated his eyes, and his face was covered with a layer of pale foundation. Fake blood dripped from his lips. 


  Despite the creepy makeup, the psycho somehow still managed to look incredible, standing out like a swan among crows compared to the other costumed servers. Even as he stood in front of Sangwoo, students lingered nearby, waiting to take a picture with him.


  “Good to see you, Jaeyoung-oppa!” Jihye exclaimed.


  


  


  


  

    [1] Dokkaebis are mischievous spirits from Korean folklore, often likened to goblins, but with a more whimsical and enigmatic nature.


  




  Jaeyoung smiled. “Long time no see, Jihye. I’ll have to throw in some dishes on the house for you.”


  “Really? Thank you so much! By the way, your costume and makeup looks amazing! You could’ve just stepped off the set of Dracula!”


  Her comment was met with a careless nod. “I see you two are...on a date?” Jaeyoung said, the last word rising in question.


  “Oh, no! No way!” Jihye chuckled awkwardly. “Sangchoo-oppa is just treating me to dinner because he owes me something, that’s all.”


  “I see. I hope you two have a good time.” 


  Jaeyoung walked away without another word. 


  Despite not having eaten anything in the past few hours, Sangwoo felt like he was about to throw up. In contrast, Jihye seemed to be in a pretty good mood.


  “Holy crap, these decorations are amazing! The Theater Club always goes all out. I love it,” she said, snapping pictures of the pumpkin and bat decorations hanging from the ceiling. Then she slipped her phone back in her pocket and said in a hushed voice, “You know…I wouldn’t have come in here if I’d known this was the Theater Club’s booth.”


  “Why?”


  At this, she glanced around like a spy, making sure nobody was listening. Then she whispered, “I don’t think Jaeyoung-oppa likes me.”


  “Why?”


  “Just a gut feeling, I guess.”


  “But…I don’t see why he would dislike you.”


  “I know,” Jihye said with a sigh. “It was really bothering me… But I think I was just imagining it, based on how he was talking to me just now. So I feel much better.”


  Sangwoo decided to refrain from commenting, though he was still frowning in incomprehension.


  “Also, Oppa…” Jihye said in a low voice, “I need to tell you something.”


  She leaned over the table as if she was about to discuss something highly confidential. Sangwoo followed suit, but only because he couldn’t hear her very well. 


  The orange glow of the candlelight cast a shimmering reflection on Jihye’s dark irises. Suddenly, he realized he’d never taken such a close look at her face before. There were faint dimples on her cheeks, and—


  “Abracadabra!”


  A student dressed as a wizard with a lightning mark drawn on his forehead ran up to their table and interrupted the conversation by thrusting a menu between them, effectively severing their eye contact. Sangwoo returned to his original position, maintaining a straight back, and examined said menu.


  The items—which included a Horrifried Rolled-egg Omelet, a serving of Primordial Fish Roe Rice, and a bowl of Spine-chilling Fish Cake Stew—were admittedly a bit pricey, but the cost was nothing compared to the value of the console Jihye had won for him.


  “You can order whatever you want, as long as it’s within 130,000 won.”


  “Okay!”


  Jihye poured over the menu for a bit, then settled on the Rancid Tempura Udon. Sangwoo ordered a bowl of Maddening Kimchi Jjigae[1] along with Lint Ball Rice. 


  The wizard disappeared after taking their orders, and Sangwoo turned his attention back to Jihye, only to realize she looked slightly irritated.


  “What were you about to say?”


  “Oh…nothing. I’ll tell you later.”


  “All right.”


  Silence settled over the table. Though Sangwoo sat motionless, he was on high alert, paying close attention to everything happening in the tent. More specifically, he wanted to know what Jaeyoung was doing, who he was talking to, and what he was talking about.


  Jaeyoung seemed to be roaming around the entire tent. His voice popped up all over the place. One minute, he was laughing and joking with people whose voices Sangwoo didn’t recognize—the next, he was taking orders and serving food. As he listened closely, Sangwoo's heart began to beat slightly faster.


  Jihye’s voice snapped him back to reality. “Oppa, want me to tell you a funny story?”


  “What…? Okay, go ahead.”


  “A tuna kimbap was walking along the street with a cheese kimbap, and then they ran into pickled radish, who—” 


  “Graaaaaaah!” 


  The server dressed as Frankenstein’s monster shoved his head right in front of Jihye, and she shrieked, jumping a foot into the air.


  “Aaaaah! Holy crap!”


  She seethed for a moment after the server walked away, but didn’t complain—she probably knew that eating at a haunted tavern came with some playful jumpscares. Finally, she grumbled, “The servers are a bit mean, don’t you think?”


  “You’re the one who wanted to eat here.”


  “Yeah…that’s true, I guess.”


  Their conversation fizzled out once again. For a while, Jihye just sat there, fiddling with her fingers. Then, she said abruptly, “Oppa. I’ve been meaning to ask… Do you have a girlfriend?”


  “No,” he responded curtly. But internally, he was thinking: What kind of question is that?


  She perked up visibly. “Really? Well, if you ever found the right person…would you consider getting into a relationship?”


  No. I’m too busy with school, he was about to say. But he was rudely interrupted by a demon, who raced up to them and shouted something in a strange language, presumably some kind of curse—though Sangwoo’s money was on the moment being completely improvised. The demon disappeared as quickly as she had come.


  “What was that about?” Sangwoo muttered under his breath.


  For a while, Jihye stayed silent. Then she said, “Let’s just eat and leave.”


  “Sure. Whatever you want.”


  “Okay… It’s just so loud in here. I can’t even hear myself talk.”


  At first, Sangwoo thought she was overreacting a bit. As the night progressed, though, he began to empathize with her more and more. The servers seemed to deliver their dishes whenever Jihye tried to say something, and once they actually started talking, a theater club member jumped in and ruined the flow of the conversation. He figured it was a coincidence, but Jihye was right—the tent was not an ideal location for any conversation.


  But maybe it didn’t even matter. Even as Jihye tried to talk to him, all his attention was on a certain someone who’d never approached their table throughout the dinner, not even giving Sangwoo a chance to take another look at his costume.


  Meanwhile, he’s letting everyone else take pictures with him, he thought petulantly. I guess I’m nothing but a friend with benefits.


  Of course, even that label would disappear soon enough.


  Sighing, he slouched against his chair. The more he tried to imagine having sexual intercourse with Jaeyoung, the more he despaired. How was he supposed to insert his penis into Jaeyoung’s anus? And even aside from that, the mere idea of seeing Jaeyoung in pain like the men in the audiovisual materials he’d referenced made him balk.


  As it turned out, Jaeyoung had been serious about providing dishes on the house—their table had already received three bottles of soju, a serving of dried squid, a bowl of fruit, and a rolled-egg omelet that they’d never ordered. Even Jihye, who’d been adamant about leaving the tent as soon as possible, crumbled at the enticing sight of free food and drinks.


  “You handle your liquor pretty well, Oppa,” she remarked. The amount of soju he was drinking was probably three times what Jihye was pouring for herself—he just wanted to get drunk, maybe because he’d been so stressed over the weekend.


  Sangwoo’s mind was like a compiler with about a hundred red error codes flashing on the screen. There were so many unsettling, ambiguous emotions simmering inside him that he couldn’t even begin to untangle them: a strange mix of hurt, fear, disappointment, resistance to the idea of having sexual intercourse, overwhelming anxiety, an ever-present desire, and even a feeling of defeat after losing the keyboard... If alcohol could wipe it all away, he would drown himself in it.


  The Frankenstein server lumbered back to their table. “Grrrr… Soju and side dishes. Grrrrrr…” 


  “More? Thanks, Mr. Frankenstein! You sure you want us to have all these freebies?”


  “Grr… Foolish humans…”


  “Hold on, let me take the buttered corn,” Jihye said. “I don’t want you to drop it.” Her initial wariness of the server seemed to have vanished now that she’d gotten used to his pranks and jumpscares.


  Once again, they silently helped themselves to the free food and soju. After a couple more glasses, Jihye’s face had become visibly flushed, and she began to giggle and hum under her breath, as she swayed from side to side. Sangwoo blinked slowly, his eyelids feeling bizarrely heavy. He, too, was incredibly tipsy.


  “Oppa. Remember what I said…about needing to tell you something?”


  “Yes. You can say it now.”


  But Jihye shook her head. She clumsily reached up to brush her hair back, scooted her chair closer to the table, and looked at him very solemnly. “No. I’ll tell you next time. I’m worried I’ll say something that I don’t mean because I’m a bit drunk.”


  “Next time? When?”


  “I’m sure I’ll get another chance. Just remember all the fun stuff we did today…like reading comic books, playing arcade games, and…drinking. Okay?” 


  Jihye smiled, extending her hand. Sangwoo recognized the gesture from before, when she’d won the gaming console—she was asking for a high five. The memory brought a small chuckle to his lips as he raised his right hand, bringing it closer to hers…


  But his hand ended up pressed against the vampire’s palm instead, the monster’s five long fingers holding him captive.


  “Hate to ruin the moment, kids, but it’s closing time,” Jaeyoung said, tossing Sangwoo’s hand back into his lap. When Jihye stared at him with a look of disbelief, still holding out her hand, he flashed her a bright smile. “Have you told your parents you’re gonna be late?”


  “I’ll be fine,” she managed to say. “I don’t have a curfew, and my parents are pretty easygoing.”


  “Still, you shouldn’t stay out too late. They’ll be worried! If you rush, you should be able to catch the last train, wherever your neighborhood is.”


  Deciding their conversation didn’t have much meaning to him, Sangwoo let his eyes slip shut. He was suddenly feeling very sleepy. It was strange—now that he could hear Jaeyoung talking right above him, his inner turmoil had dissipated, replaced by a pleasant buzz. He knew nothing had been resolved, but still… 


  It had to be the alcohol.


  “I’ll get going, then. Thank you for your concern,” Jihye responded stiffly, and an awkward silence settled. “Sangchoo-oppa, come on.”


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


  “Sorry…?”


  “I can’t have him walking home when it’s so dark outside. It’s a dangerous world, you know.”


  Jihye just stared at him, dumbfounded.


  “Take care, Jihye.”


  Sangwoo’s consciousness faded for a moment, then slowly drifted back. When he finally managed to reopen his eyes, he saw Jihye briskly walking out of the tent. Though he knew he should head home, he couldn’t find the strength to do it.


  The tent was bustling with students walking around, picking up silverware and plates from tables. Jaeyoung was there too, saying something to a student he couldn’t see… 


  The psycho glanced over at him, their eyes meeting. Sangwoo’s lips moved of their own accord, spreading into a beaming smile. 


  Damn it... I probably look like an idiot. 


  He turned his face away with a self-deprecating scowl. His chest was a whirlwind of soaring excitement and overwhelming anxiety. Then, all of a sudden, his vision went dark—it took him a moment to realize a large hand had covered his eyes. His heart skipped a beat, and his lips parted involuntarily.


  “Hey, Hyeongjin. You know where my car is, right?”


  “Yeah, Hyung.”


  “Would you mind putting him in the passenger seat?”


  “Sure thing. I'll take your keys, then. What about you? Aren’t you going home?”


  “Not before I change and get all this makeup off, idiot.”


  “Oh, that’s a good point. Anyway…thanks for helping out today even though you’re so busy. We got sooomany freaking customers thanks to you.”


  “No problem. I had fun too.”


  “It’s crazy that you stayed until close when you were only supposed to pop in for a bit near opening time. Seriously, thank you so, so much.”


  “It was just a few hours. No biggie.”


  Jaeyoung’s hand finally lifted, and light seeped back into Sangwoo’s world. When he opened his eyes, the psycho was already walking away from him.


  “Hey, excuse me!” Someone shook Sangwoo roughly by the shoulder. “You need to wake up. Jaeyoung-hyung asked me to take you to his car.”


  It was Frankenstein, pulling on his arm as if he was playing a one-sided game of tug of war.


  


  


  


  

    [1] Kimchi jjigae is a hearty Korean stew made with well-fermented kimchi.


  




  Magenta


  Jaeyoung splashed water onto his face, scrubbing every inch of his skin before finally looking up at the mirror. His reflection stared back at him with an unreadable look simmering in its eyes, water dripping down its chin. 


  With a sigh, he ran his palm over his face. All day, he’d been plagued by a whirlwind of emotions—excitement, shock, rage, self-deprecation, jealousy—each one mixing into the next, leaving him feeling lost. Honestly, the sheer range of emotions he’d felt was shocking for a single day. 


  Jaeyoung patted his face dry with a towel, the cacophony inside him seeming to settle just slightly. “Fuck… What am I even doing?” he muttered bitterly, grabbing the paper bag that held his costume and heading out of the humanities building.


  When he stepped outside, a warm breeze brushed past, but Jaeyoung barely even noticed; his mind was elsewhere. Sangwoo didn’t consider him relationship material—that much was obvious. The weirdo was only willing to be in a “normal” relationship, and Jaeyoung was nothing but a way for him to relieve his “abnormal sexual desires.”


  For a moment, he’d actually considered the idea of being friends with benefits with Sangwoo, of all people. It had been a bizarre thought, as off-putting as a steamy comic drawn in the style of a children’s cartoon. But maybe it was for the best. He knew himself well enough—his attention was fickle and fleeting, and his interest in Sangwoo would likely fizzle out after the first time they slept together. That was far preferable to a messier scenario where the two of them tried to be in a relationship and things wound up as dramatic as a soap opera.


  When he’d first spotted Sangwoo at the festival, Jaeyoung had been wandering around campus dressed like a medieval vampire, a sign advertising the theater club’s tent in hand. The sight of the weirdo taking a selfie with Jihye in front of a flowering tree had emptied all semblance of rational thought from his mind. 


  Oh, I get it. So you want to sleep with me, but dating is for Jihye?


  There that fucking dipshit was, on a cute little outing with Jihye, after everything he’d done with Jaeyoung. Calling him Hyung, convincing him to develop fucking VV together, flirting with him in the studio, patting him on the head, sneaking a kiss, leaving him dumbfounded after that passionate kiss at the bar... And yet, he’d shot down the idea of them ever being in a relationship without a second goddamn thought. 


  And he thinks I’m a scumbag? What a motherfucking hypocrite.


  Jaeyoung’s heart pounded angrily in his chest. Sangwoo had given him so much shit for having someone answer roll call for him, but that was nothing compared to what the fucker was doing now—it was like a sewage treatment plant calling a small bag of garbage trash. 


  Before he registered what he was doing, Jaeyoung stole a mask from one of the underclassmen in the theater club and chased after Sangwoo and Jihye with the sole intent of ruining their date.


  


  Later, when Jaeyoung had been making his way back to the theater club tent with the mechanical keyboard he’d won, he’d suddenly found himself confused. Try as he might, he couldn’t think of any way to justify his anger. He and Sangwoo had agreed to be fuck buddies, after all—the only point of their relationship was to “relieve their sexual desires,” as Sangwoo would put it. What did it matter that Sangwoo had suddenly decided to become the personification of a fucking sewage treatment plant? He could just ignore the weirdo, and everything would be fine.


  It all ends tonight. Just one quick fuck, and this desire will be gone... I don’t need anything more than that. 


  Needless to say, all of that had gone right out the window the moment Sangwoo walked into the theater club tent. Jaeyoung couldn’t explain why he’d forced the underclassmen to set up a table for him and Jihye or had them load it with complimentary dishes to make sure the two of them would stay. He didn’t have any good answers for why he’d stayed at the booth the entire day when he’d only been supposed to help out with advertising during the opening either.


  Even worse, over the course of his observation of Sangwoo and Jihye’s candlelit dinner, Jaeyoung had been forced to admit the two of them looked good together. Sangwoo’s introverted, stoic, and diligent personality paired surprisingly well with that of the extroverted, bubbly, and friendly Jihye. 


  Despite all that, it was obvious Sangwoo didn’t have an inkling of romantic interest in Jihye. But Jaeyoung still found himself nearly sick with jealousy. He could practically hear the weirdo rambling on in his head. 


  “As a part of their evolution, humans have developed complex biological mechanisms that trigger them to feel sexual desire for members of the opposite sex, all for the purpose of reproduction. While I believe it is very impractical to court just to reproduce, it’s true that humanity has survived and thrived because the pairing process provides support for those going through the complicated stages of pregnancy. Therefore, feeling sexual attraction to someone of the same sex is nothing but a meaningless illusion that does not contribute to humankind’s survival or evolution.”


  Without intervention, Sangwoo’s life would probably follow an entirely predictable, nicely paved path—he’d fall for some girl, dating her, and get married... The thought of himself being the only anomaly in that equation, one that was prohibiting Sangwoo from living a “normal” life, made Jaeyoung’s stomach turn. 


  To make things even worse, it seemed like Jihye was determined to finagle her way into becoming the weirdo’s girlfriend. She’d been putting more and more effort into her makeup and outfits over time—now, as she sat across from Sangwoo, she wore a green dress with pleats at the waist, patent leather shoes, and a headband studded with cute gemstones. 


  Who are you, Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz?


  Jaeyoung wanted to get all snarky and laugh to himself about how overboard she’d gone with the outfit, but...the reality was, she looked as perky and cute as a goddamn sunflower. Every time he saw Sangwoo cast a glance in her direction, another wave of irritation rushed through him. 


  In the end, he resorted to pettiness.


  “Seonghyeok-a, don’t forget to give table three their menu.”


  “Oh, right! I’ll do that now, Sunbae!”


  “Hyeongjin-a. Is it just me, or does the couple over at table three look a bit bored?”


  “We can’t have that. I’ll go and entertain them.”


  “Dayun-a, give table three some complimentary dishes.”


  “Got it!”


  “Seohyeon-a, table three…”


  “You got it!”


  “Hyeongjin-a…”


  “Going now!”


  It got to the point where the underclassmen started delivering food and drinks to Sangwoo’s table without Jaeyoung even saying anything. The whole situation was a mess—just like his hair, which was currently smothered in hair wax.


  


  When Jaeyoung was done washing his face, he went back to the theater club tent, packed up his things, and posed in a couple group pictures. Then he headed to his car, giving the underclassmen a wave as they thanked him profusely.


  Honestly, I could do so much better... he mused as he stood at the edge of the parking lot for a smoke. One cigarette turned to two, then three.


  What was so special about Sangwoo, anyway? What had driven him to follow the weirdo around and bully himlike a stupid kid with a crush, pull his own laptop apart just to get his attention, slave away day and night for his damn game, fucking stalk him, and then compete in some game tournament he himself couldn’t give a damn about?


  Jaeyoung could pinpoint the exact moment when it had all started. That day when I came to school in a red puffer jacket, jersey, beanie, and boxers... I should’ve known that I was in for something bad. Should’ve known...


  In the beginning, he’d just been bummed Sangwoo didn’t know his name or remember him at all. Then he’d gotten all depressed at the thought that the weirdo didn’t seem to recognize that he was actually a decent human being. And now…he was hurt that Sangwoo didn’t consider him to be relationship material.


  The cigarette tasted bitter in Jaeyoung’s mouth. He looked up at the night sky, a heavy sigh slipping from his lips. Really, he was in no position to enter a new relationship. So why was he so hung up on Sangwoo? It was a complete waste of his time and energy. Seriously, why?!


  He couldn’t come up with an answer.


  After rubbing out the half burned cigarette under his heel, Jaeyoung opened the door to his car and slipped inside. His heart almost stopped the moment he glanced over at the passenger’s seat, his breath catching in his throat.


  Sangwoo was asleep with his head turned toward the door, which meant his long, white neck was completely exposed—Jaeyoung’s biggest weakness. That stupid fucking neck was the root of all his misfortune.


  Jaeyoung’s hands curled into fists, and he felt his breath quicken. In that moment, there were countless things he wished he could do, things that would probably earn him a lawsuit from Sangwoo. But he forced himself to close his eyes and take a deep breath. Sure, he was desperate and horny, but he had enough sense to not force himself on someone who was drunk and asleep.


  Snap out of it.


  Thankfully, he felt much calmer by the time he opened his eyes. Pulling another deep breath into his lungs, Jaeyoung turned his eyes to Sangwoo again and slowly reached over. 


  I’m just gonna put on his seat belt for him, that’s all. Safety first.


  Stretching out his arm, he grabbed the seat belt strap, then pulled it over to the fastener. Sangwoo’s hand was right there, lying limply on the seat right next to the red button. His nails were neat and short, as if he’d clipped them the day before, and his each finger bore a prominent, well-defined knuckle.


  Click.


  The seat belt snapped into place. As Jaeyoung righted himself, he purposefully turned his face toward Sangwoo’s and saw that the weirdo’s lips, just slightly parted, were only ten centimeters away. His head spun. Sangwoo’s breath reached his nostrils, stirring something in his lower abdomen.  Since when is the reek of alcohol a turn-on?


  Very slowly, Jaeyoung returned to his seat, but his eyes continued to greedily drink in the sight of Sangwoo’s pale nape. Putting on the weirdo’s seat belt was such a simple task, but it had taken almost all of his self-restraint.


  After a brief deep breathing exercise, Jaeyoung started the car. His cock was straining against the fabric of his pants—but in all honesty, he’d been hard ever since he got in the car. What the hell’s the matter with me? he wondered. It’s like I have a fucking spring installed in my dick… 


  Mentally, it seemed as if he’d gone back in time to middle school, when he’d just discovered what sex was for the first time. Everything around him felt like it had the potential to be sexual or arousing. 


  Jaeyoung stepped on the gas, forcing himself to not look to his right, and turned his car in the direction of Sangwoo’s apartment. Not only was it much closer than his own place, but he wasn’t sure how the situation would play out yet. 


  


  It turned out there weren’t any parking spaces in front of Sangwoo’s apartment building, but Jaeyoung still squeezed his car into a spot anyways and twisted his keys from the ignition. 


  “Wake up, Choo Sangwoo,” he said loudly. It’s time to fornicate, you asshole, he added inwardly. 


  For a few seconds, he sat silently, forcing himself to calm down. Then he unbuckled his seat belt, took a deep breath, and turned to face Sangwoo.


  That damn neck… It had no right being so long and pretty. Narrowing his eyes, he shook the weirdo by the shoulder to wake him up, but Sangwoo didn’t stir.


  “Here…let me unbuckle your seat belt,” he muttered, feeling like some kind of creep. 


  Sangwoo didn’t respond, of course. He draped his right arm over the backrest and reached out with his left to grab the door handle, leaning forward despite not needing to. Any closer, and his nose would brush against Sangwoo’s cheek.


  In the darkness, the weirdo’s pale skin seemed to reflect the moonlight. It was like he’d suddenly slipped into a black-and-white movie. Overtaken by a sudden desire to see Sangwoo’s face, Jaeyoung grabbed the hat off his head and tossed it into the back seat.


  The monochrome scene before him was striking. His heart began to pound loudly. There was something about the shadows cast by Sangwoo’s nose, his lashes, his lips, paired with the dark pattern on his cheek formed by a stain on the window… 


  In that moment, Sangwoo was the main character of their film. He looked so much more innocent in his sleep, and Jaeyoung felt a pang of guilt even as his arousal grew.


  I don’t even know how to do this… Why do I want him so goddamn badly? It makes no fucking sense!


  Sangwoo had nothing in common with anyone Jaeyoung had been attracted to in the past—there was nothing special about him that would catch someone’s attention, and he was quiet—you could even call him a stick in the mud. And sure, he was pretty damn good at certain things, but he was a complete newb when it came to dating.


  At this point, Jaeyoung was something of a relationship expert himself, which meant he knew better than to pursue someone who wasn’t interested. There were plenty of fish in the sea, and all that—there was no point in being obsessed with someone over a flesh-deep desire that would fizzle away after a brief moment of ecstasy. 


  So, given all that...why couldn’t he be logical when it came to Choo Sangwoo?


  Suddenly, the weirdo’s eyes fluttered open. He blinked a few times, still looking sleepy, before staring at Jaeyoung with wide eyes.


  “I didn’t do anything, I swear!” Jaeyoung said frantically.


  It wasn’t very convincing, considering he looked like he was seconds away from kissing Sangwoo. As he watched, the weirdo’s chest began to rise and fall rapidly. Jaeyoung raised both his hands, palms facing Sangwoo, as though he’d just been caught raiding a bank and was showing he was unarmed.


  “This is a total misunderstanding. Just…stay still.” Jaeyoung lowered his arm very slowly. “See? This is what I was about to do.” He pressed on the red button to unbuckle the weirdo’s seat belt, and it loosened with a soft swish. 


  Sangwoo stared down at his lap, still breathing heavily. It was time for Jaeyoung to return to his seat, but he found himself frozen, unable to move.


  “I have…something to say,” Sangwoo muttered. 


  It felt like the inside of the car turned into a sauna—the windows were fogging up, and Jaeyoung’s breath felt hot and heavy in his lungs. 


  “I’ve been meaning to tell you… Ah, fuck…”


  I guess he starts cussing when he’s drunk. It was the second time Sangwoo had dropped the f-bomb in front of him. 


  “You see, I…” With a low groan, the weirdo scowled and covered his eyes with one hand. A long moment passed before he lowered it again, revealing a gaze that looked strangely tired. “Damn it, this is hard…”


  How the hell is this fucker so damn sexy? Just a moment ago, Jaeyoung had thought of Sangwoo as a dewy-eyed innocent when it came to dating, but the man before him now looked as if he’d be at home in the starring role of porno. The shift between two extremes left him reeling, and he gulped.


  “I-I was… I was doing some research…”


  In all honesty, Jaeyoung wasn’t interested in hearing what Sangwoo had to say. He could see that the weirdo’s lips were moving, but the only thought in his head was: Even his lips are sexy.


  “I made sure to take a completely legal route, of course… Blah blah-blah purchased… Blah-blah blah downloaded…”


  What the hell is he talking about?


  “I just can’t bring myself to… Blah-blah blah blah-blah violent… Blah-blah blah the anus…”


  A violent rush of desire overtook Jaeyoung, drowning out the rest of whatever Sangwoo was saying. It was like he was watching a video without any sound. Something had snapped in his head, and he rushed forward blindly.




  “Aah!”


  The noise was somewhere between a shout and a moan, but it was quickly muffled by Jaeyoung’s lips. For a moment, he felt Sangwoo hesitate, but then his tongue pushed its way into Jaeyoung’s mouth with the force of a charging bull. There wasn’t any technique or gentleness. 


  I feel like I’m kissing a vacuum, Jaeyoung thought. And yet something about the forcefulness drew him in, left him wanting more. 


  Without thinking, Jaeyoung returned the favor, tangling his tongue with Sangwoo’s and sucking relentlessly at his lips. Their movements only grew more passionate—it was as if they both felt they were running out of time.


  As Jaeyoung bit at Sangwoo’s lips, the weirdo’s fingers dug into the hair at the back of his head and tightened into fists, grabbing hold of whatever purchase he could find. His other arm traveled around Jaeyoung’s torso and pulled him in closer.


  Jaeyoung didn’t even try to resist as his left knee was pulled onto Sangwoo’s thigh. He was practically in the passenger’s seat now, sitting on Sangwoo’s lap as he kissed him passionately. He had to hunch over deeply for the angle to work, but in that moment, he didn’t give a fuck. 


  After what felt like an eternity, Sangwoo pushed his face away with one hand. He was panting as though he’d just sprinted a mile—as was Jaeyoung. A sudden wave of shame washed over him; they were acting like dogs in heat. But any lingering sense of self-restraint vanished when he saw the raw desire gleaming in Sangwoo’s eyes. 


  Looking was nowhere near enough. An invisible force pulled them back together before they could even catch their breath.


  Jaeyoung’s entire mind was aflame with the desire to consume Sangwoo whole. To mark his skin and make sure everyone knew he was his. There was no longer any point in trying to distinguish whether he was acting like Sangwoo’s fuck buddy or trying to build a relationship.


  Still crouched over Sangwoo’s lap, Jaeyoung reached under the seat with his left hand and pulled the lever, causing them to sharply recline. Under him, Sangwoo jolted and let loose a sharp yelp, his short, dark hair scattering over the backrest. There was nothing sexual about the way the weirdo was staring up at him in surprise, but the fact he was lying between Jaeyoung’s legs made it seem like he was trying to be seductive.


  They were only apart for a few seconds, but Jaeyoung couldn’t stand it any longer. He leaned forward, pressing his chest flush against Sangwoo’s. When he glanced up, he saw that the weirdo’s face was twisted slightly, as if he was scared. With something like tenderness, Jaeyoung ran his hand along Sangwoo’s cheek, then traced a line with his finger from the weirdo’s shoulder to his neck. Then, at last, he did what he’d been longing to do—he dug his teeth into Sangwoo’s nape. 


  The weirdo’s fingers clenched tightly around his shoulders. “Have you lost your mind?” he yelped.


  Without bothering to respond, Jaeyoung pressed his lips against the spot where he’d just bitten. Sangwoo’s dark mole stood out starkly against his pale skin, and he turned his attention to it next, causing the weirdo to flinch slightly under him. 


  For a moment, Jaeyoung stayed in place, content with lapping lightly at Sangwoo’s skin and occasionally diving in for another nibble. How could he taste so sweet? What made him so goddamn special?


  Jaeyoung licked a trail from Sangwoo’s neck to his chin, then pressed a few kisses to one cheek before tracing his tongue around the little grooves of his ear. A low groan slipped from Sangwoo’s lips as Jaeyoung nibbled on his earlobe. 


  Satisfied for the moment, he kissed Sangwoo again, savoring the feeling as he snaked his right hand around the weirdo’s waist, which was currently hidden under his navy plaid shirt. Sangwoo’s torso felt exactly as he’d imagined—lean, but still muscular. 


  A feeling that could only be described as ecstasy swept over Jaeyoung as he ran both hands over Sangwoo’s back. His fingers hungrily roamed over the weirdo’s flat stomach, then traveled to his chest and played with his nipples before they settled again at his neck.


  Their lips finally broke apart. Sangwoo was panting heavily, his brow furrowed. Jaeyoung knew the weirdo would recover faster if he breathed through his nose instead, but he was feeling too impatient to stop and give that piece of advice. His fingers kept slipping as he tried to unbutton Sangwoo’s shirt, though he was usually pretty good with his hands. 


  It was the damn plaid shirt’s fault—it had way too many fucking buttons. Jaeyoung only managed to make it through three before he accidentally ended up ripping through the rest, sending miniature white circles bouncing off the car’s seat to vanish into the shadows. 


  He waited for Sangwoo to snap at him, but strangely, the weirdo didn’t seem to mind in the slightest. Instead, he reached out to grab Jaeyoung’s wrist.


  “Sunbae… Did you hear what I said?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I’m very…intoxicated. I don’t know what I’m doing…”


  “Got it… But damn, now I can see your chest…”


  Jaeyoung felt lightheaded and dizzy, like all the alcohol Sangwoo had chugged was hitting him instead. He couldn’t hold himself back any further—he pressed his lips against Sangwoo’s bare torso, sucking on the skin and lapping at the enticing dip of his collarbone. 


  Sangwoo’s thighs bucked under him. Jaeyoung felt the weirdo’s grip tighten on his arms, then flex as he tried to push him away. But Jaeyoung refused to let him go, pressing him down firmly against the seat and continuing his exploration of his torso.


  “Nngh… Why…aren’t you listening to me?”


  Apparently Jaeyoung’s brain had lost the ability to process language, because he couldn’t understand a word Sangwoo was saying. All he knew was that the weirdo was struggling relentlessly against him, but there was no real strength behind his limbs—likely because he was drunk and aroused.


  “No need to waste your breath,” Jaeyoung rasped. “Just let your body do the talking.”


  His mouth traveled down to Sangwoo’s nipples, and he pulled one between his lips, teasing the other with his fingers. Sangwoo flinched and twisted every time Jaeyoung’s tongue made contact, his fingers tightening in his hair.


  Taking this to be a good sign, Jaeyoung tightened his grip around Sangwoo’s waist, holding on to him like he’d slip away if he wasn’t careful. The curve of the weirdo’s spine was damp with sweat.


  Belatedly, Jaeyoung realized Sangwoo had tugged his shirt up around his neck. Without hesitation, he slipped off his jacket and the short-sleeved tee in quick succession, tossing them into the backseat. His glasses slipped off his face, and his vision blurred, but he didn’t care—all his attention was on Sangwoo, who was lying there and staring at him intently. He could almost feel the heat of Sangwoo’s gaze on his skin.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  “Yes?”


  Jaeyoung almost laughed. Even in his disheveled state, with arousal burning in his eyes, Sangwoo had responded to him as diligently as if they were having a regular conversation.


  His gaze drifted down to the prominent bulge in Sangwoo’s jeans. Excitement filled him at the thought of pulling away yet another layer of the weirdo’s defenses—gone now were the boring black clothes, the modest attitude... Beyond leagues of pale skin, what else would he find hidden within? 


  “Who would’ve known you were hiding such a wild side?” Jaeyoung said with a smirk.


  “What the hell are you talking about, you... You pervert!”


  Still smiling, Jaeyoung unbuckled Sangwoo’s belt, relieving the pressure on his erection, and immediately began to unbutton his jeans.


  “Wait,” Sangwoo said frantically, grabbing Jaeyoung’s hand.


  “What? I’m in the middle of something, you know.”


  “I have something important to say.”


  “Okay. Say it.”


  “But you’re not giving me a chance to speak!”


  “Don’t say it, then.”


  Jaeyoung swooped down and pressed his lips against Sangwoo’s, effectively blocking off whatever the weirdo was about to say next. His hands worked diligently, unzipping Sangwoo’s jeans and pulling them down. Even with his eyes closed, he could feel the cotton of the weirdo’s boxers. And then, at last, his fingers brushed against Sangwoo’s cock. As he mapped out uncharted territory, Sangwoo bit down on Jaeyoung’s lip, hard.


  Until that point, Jaeyoung had simply assumed that Sangwoo was just as hard as he was—it was a reasonable conclusion, based on the visible arousal on the weirdo’s face, his unfocused gaze, trembling voice, and passionate kisses. But now, Jaeyoung could actually feel the truth of it in his hand. 


  All semblance of coherent thought disappeared from his mind, and he gripped Sangwoo’s cock through the damp fabric of his underwear, not bothering to engage in any gentle foreplay. Sangwoo’s body tensed, and he groaned under his breath.


  “You feel that, Sangwoo-ya?” Jaeyoung asked pointedly. “What’s going on here?”


  “As the result of local stimulation… Blah blah-blah the corpora cavernosa of the penis… Blah-blah blah-blah an increase in blood flow…”


  Why’d I even ask? Jaeyoung sighed inwardly.


  Until now, Sangwoo had been mostly cooperative, but it was like a switch had flipped in him when Jaeyoung touched his cock. The weirdo desperately slapped his hands away, and whenever Jaeyoung’s hands ventured back toward the apparently forbidden area, he put up a vigorous defense. They soon found themselves locked in a standoff.


  “Nngh… No…”


  “What do you mean, no?” Jaeyoung growled. 


  He was already suppressing the desire to pin the weirdo under him and fuck him senseless—the only thing stopping him was the fact that Sangwoo would probably get hurt in the cramped car.


  Breathing heavily, Jaeyoung gripped Sangwoo’s wrists and forced him to meet his gaze. The weirdo’s eyes were half focused, filled with a mixture of torment and arousal. Jaeyoung felt the exact same way.


  Fuck… At this rate, my dick will explode.


  His lower abdomen had been throbbing for the past few minutes, an unfortunate side effect of neglecting his erection for so long. He quickly unbuttoned his pants and pulled them down roughly—his boxer briefs were nearly glued to his skin and dripping wet from all the precum.


  Tugging both of their boxers down at the same time, Jaeyoung pressed his entire body against Sangwoo’s. When he grabbed their cocks in one hand, Sangwoo twitched and desperately reached out to stop him.


  “I-I... I can do that myself…at home.”


  “You sure you wanna pass up the chance to cum while looking at my face?”


  “I do that anyway.”


  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”


  “I don’t want to tell you… Unngh!”


  Jaeyoung’s fingers could barely wrap around both their shafts, but he squeezed them together and began to stroke roughly. The stimulation was way too intense, and he ended up collapsing breathless against the headrest despite wanting to continue looking at Sangwoo’s face.


  “Fuck…!”


  Burying his face in Sangwoo’s nape, Jaeyoung began to move his hand again. Even with his eyes closed, all the sensations were overwhelming—Sangwoo’s breath brushing against his earlobe, his nails digging into his back... The scent of skin and sweat tickled Jaeyoung’s nose, and the smoldering heat of Sangwoo’s skin made him nearly lose all his self-restraint.


  “Damn it, Sangwoo-ya…”


  His hand began to move faster and faster. Though he knew exactly how to stimulate his own body, he’d never done it for two.


  “Choo Sangwoo, do you know...what you’re doing to me? Huh?”


  Whether he answered or not didn’t even matter. Jaeyoung’s cock was so sensitive that even the clumsiest touch was enough to send a wave of pleasure through him. Their shafts rubbed against each other, precum dripping down and pooling in Jaeyoung’s palm. His arm was starting to ache, but he simply sped up instead of taking a break.


  Sangwoo was bucking wildly, his ass lifting off the seat, but he was almost completely silent. Wanting to hear his voice, Jaeyoung kept talking to him.


  “What are we doing to each other? A-Ah… Nngh!”


  The pleasure became overwhelming, and Jaeyoung slumped over Sangwoo’s torso. Even as he struggled to catch his breath, he stroked their shafts faster and faster. Sangwoo’s arm slipped around his neck and held him tightly, while his other overlapped Jaeyoung’s, pressing their cocks together even more firmly. Twisting his head, Jaeyoung pressed his lips against Sangwoo’s neck.


  “Say…my fucking name.”


  His vision was turning white. He barely managed to right himself and lean his chin against Sangwoo’s chest. When he glanced up, he saw that Sangwoo was clenching his jaw shut so tightly that the muscles in his face were pulled taut. 


  With the hand that wasn’t stroking them both to completion, Jaeyoung reached up and pried Sangwoo’s lips open.


  “Hrgh! Haa... Ah!”


  The moans that burst forth were so damn hot that Jaeyoung nearly came right then and there. Barely managing to restrain himself, he pushed his fingers between Sangwoo’s teeth so that he wouldn’t be able to bite on his lip.


  “Nngh… Aah… Hnngh…” Sangwoo moaned, his voice buckling almost into a sob. 


  Almost there…


  “I sure hope you won’t cry…once we actually go all the way,” Jaeyoung muttered, stroking as fast as he could. 


  The simple knowledge that he had Sangwoo pinned under him, moaning and gasping, was enough to bring him closer and closer to his climax. The pleasure was so blinding that he couldn’t feel the pain of Sangwoo biting on his fingers.


  “Sangwoo-ya… Say it.”


  “Shut…up.”


  “Not a very nice thing to say… Ungh… Now…spit it out.”


  “Nngh! Fuck… J-Jaeyoung… Hyung!”




  Hyung.


  It was just a simple word, really, but when the sound of it combined with the sight of Sangwoo beneath him, Jaeyoung overloaded. His hands clenched and his eyes shut tight.


  He felt like a train with a broken brake, racing downhill only to fly weightlessly into the air when his track abruptly came to an end. The pleasure that had been growing relentlessly inside him finally burst, and he saw red—the color of desire. Sangwoo, who had been biting on Jaeyoung’s fingers like his life depended on it, shuddered violently and groaned.


  They came at the same time, releasing their cum into Jaeyoung’s palm. All the strength draining from his body, he went limp against Sangwoo, breathing heavily. Shivers from the climax still relentlessly sparked through his body, as if this was the first time he’d experienced such ecstasy in his entire life. It felt like he’d been struck by lightning—everything was sensitive and throbbing.


  “Haah… Haah…”


  The overwhelming pleasure ebbed, soon giving way to a gentle, relaxing lull. Feeling Sangwoo’s shoulders quivering underneath him, Jaeyoung tried to wrap his arm around him, only to freeze when he realized his hand was still covered in cum.


  “Damn… I had no idea you were such a fucking horndog…” Jaeyoung whispered slyly.


  “You’re...one to talk.”


  Finally managing to push himself off Sangwoo, Jaeyoung reached out and cupped the weirdo’s cheek with one hand, no longer caring that his palm was dirty. He wiped away a tear from Sangwoo’s eye with the back of his hand, then pulled him into a kiss.


  There was only silence as the two of them panted against each other’s lips, their chests pressed together. But it was obvious that neither of them were satisfied yet, judging by the hardness Jaeyoung could feel pressing against him. 


  Suddenly, the car felt way too cramped for the two of them. Jaeyoung sat up slowly, feeling the stickiness of their cum on his chest. But Sangwoo stayed right where he was, covering his face with one arm and pursing his lips like he’d just committed some unspeakable crime.


  “I feel gross now,” Jaeyoung said, pulling up his boxer briefs. 


  Still, Sangwoo didn’t say anything. 


  “I guess we’ll just have to shower at your place.”


  After a long moment, Sangwoo finally said, “Are you suggesting that we have an intercourse in my apartment?”


  He was starting to catch on much faster nowadays.


  “What, you don’t wanna?”


  To be fair, Sangwoo had been acting slightly off for the past few minutes. It was understandable if he felt repulsed by what’d happened, but it looked like there was something else going on. Unfortunately for him, Jaeyoung was thinking with his dick, and he didn’t have any room for thoughtfulness—even now, after that insane climax, he still had a raging erection.


  “First, get off me. I have something to say, but…I can’t do it like this,” Sangwoo mumbled.


  Instead of responding, Jaeyoung just took in the weirdo’s disheveled state. His shirt was spread wide-open, his hair was drenched with sweat, there was cum on his cheek, and his cock was still hard. Jaeyoung felt another stir of arousal, but he forced it down and returned to the driver’s seat. After zipping his pants back up, he grabbed a condom from the glove box—one he’d left there just for today—and shoved it into his pocket. He didn’t bother to put his shirt back on, figuring it’d come off again soon enough anyway.


  When he looked back at the passenger’s seat, he saw that Sangwoo had already exited the car and was now quickly making his way over to his apartment building. There was a hurriedness to his stride that almost made it seem like he was trying to escape, and Jaeyoung immediately chased after him.


  It didn’t take him long to realize that Sangwoo was, in fact, trying to run away—the fact that the weirdo was taking the stairs two at a time, his plaid shirt flapping wildly behind him, proved to be plenty of evidence. 


  Jaeyoung caught up to Sangwoo on the third floor, nearly tackling him as he wrapped his arms around the weirdo’s waist from behind. Sangwoo spun around like he’d just been struck.


  “Why are you running away?” Jaeyoung demanded.


  The stairwell was poorly lit, the only light coming from a streetlamp. Its glow streamed in through the window, casting a reflection in Sangwoo’s dark eyes. 


  The first time they’d met, those same eyes had regarded Jaeyoung with utter indifference. Over time, they’d filled with hatred and irritation, which had then slowly transformed into a hesitant sense of solidarity. Now, they held something fiery and bright, but there was still a flicker of discomfort behind it all.


  Jaeyoung couldn’t understand it. Why was he acting like this when they could simply be enjoying the moment? Maybe it was because he’d shut Sangwoo down before he could say whatever he needed to, but in all honesty, Jaeyoung wasn’t interested in hearing him out right now. His arms tightened around Sangwoo’s waist.


  Why waste time on talking when there’s a much better way to get our feelings across?


  Jaeyoung himself was more than ready to express the emotion burning in his heart and pumping through his veins like lava—physically, at least. Pulling Sangwoo in closer, he closed his eyes and pressed his lips against his neck. His hands roamed around Sangwoo’s lean, muscular back as he kissed his shoulder. 


  Sangwoo’s skin was burning hot under Jaeyoung’s curious fingers. He let them slowly move down the weirdo’s body to his waist, then walked them up his ribcage, brushed them over his armpits, and explored the muscles of his arms. Finally, he laced them together with Sangwoo’s, then let his eyes drift back open. 


  Sangwoo immediately shoved him away, sending him stumbling backward until his spine collided with the cold wall. But the weirdo wasn’t trying to escape this time—instead, he moved in close, an oddly pained scowl on his face. 


  “Just…let me say something.”


  If I lean in just a little bit, our lips would meet, pointed out Jaeyoung’s runaway mind. The guy had to be releasing some sort of pheromone or something—what other explanation was there for the heat pooling in his gut?


  “You have to stop...seducing me. I... I can’t handle it,” Sangwoo muttered. Tipping his head forward until their foreheads met, he placed one hand over Jaeyoung’s eyes.


  Suddenly surrounded by darkness, Jaeyoung could only hear his heart pounding. A moment passed, and then he felt Sangwoo’s lips press against his neck. He sunk his teeth in next, as if he felt obligated to return exactly what Jaeyoung had done for him. 


  Sangwoo’s tongue, hot and wet, teased at Jaeyoung’s collarbone. It was a clumsy attempt at best, but Jaeyoung felt his head spin regardless. In the silence of the staircase, he could only hear the sound of Sangwoo lapping at his skin.


  What little patience he had left frayed almost instantly, and he pulled Sangwoo into a tight embrace, before pushing him up the stairs. When they stumbled onto the narrow landing, barely a meter wide, he pressed Sangwoo against the wall. But the weirdo flipped things on him and gripped his wrists instead, turning him around and backing him into the corner.


  “My turn now,” he whispered, then resumed his exploration of Jaeyoung’s skin with his tongue. His hands remained where they were, trapping Jaeyoung against the wall, as if he was worried his prey would try and slip away. 


  Jaeyoung stood still and let him do what he wanted, but he found it more and more difficult to contain himself—he was dying to strip Sangwoo of his clothes, toss him on the closest flat surface, and finally plunge inside him. A shiver ran down his back as he imagined just how tight Sangwoo would be, how enthusiastic he’d be in bed, and how he would sound as he moaned.


  Finally, he just couldn’t take it anymore. “Let’s go inside,” he declared, reaching down and removing Sangwoo’s venturing hand from the back of his pants. 


  They walked up the staircase and reached the door to Sangwoo’s apartment in seconds, but to Jaeyoung, the time felt like an eternity. Granted, he’d been busy groping Sangwoo’s chest and nibbling on his ears from behind the whole time, so their ascent hadn’t been as fast as it could have. 


  It took Sangwoo three tries to enter his code into the keypad, but then his door finally swung open.


  The moment they found themselves in the privacy of the weirdo’s dark apartment, Jaeyoung pounced on him and began walking forward, sending Sangwoo stumbling back toward the faint outline of his bed. Pushing him onto the mattress, Jaeyoung immediately straddled his hips and tried to kiss him. But to his mild irritation, Sangwoo turned away and tried to push him off.


  “I need some time to…prepare myself,” he gasped. 


  Brushing the weirdo’s concerns aside, Jaeyoung grabbed his chin and turned Sangwoo’s face back toward his. But when he pressed their lips together, Sangwoo pushed him away again, flailing in earnest this time. 


  “I said I have to prepare myself... Sunbae, please…”


  Still ignoring him, Jaeyoung unbuckled the weirdo’s pants and pulled them down swiftly, and...


  Sangwoo lost it. Surging abruptly to a sitting position, his face twisted in what seemed to be anger as he shouted, “Stop! I want to mentally prepare myself, please!”


  This was definitely not how Jaeyoung had expected the night to go. As he froze, blinking in surprise, Sangwoo slipped away. He heard a door slam shut a moment later. 


  Jaeyoung turned and stared at the bathroom door, slightly flabbergasted. After a few seconds, he walked over, knocked gently, and pressed his ear to the wood. Silence.


  “You okay…?”


  “Just…give me a moment.”


  There was the sound of running water, but it wasn’t loud enough to be the shower—if Jaeyoung had to guess, Sangwoo was washing his face at the sink. He turned around and slid to the floor, sitting with his back against the wall and staring blankly into the darkness.


  


  It took a moment, but Jaeyoung’s arousal eventually subsided. Climbing to his feet, he fumbled along the wall in search of a light switch, hoping to pour himself a glass of water. 


  When he finally managed to find one and flick it on, he found himself standing in a small apartment—so clean and sparsely furnished that it felt almost uninhabited. The bedroom only contained a bed, two desks, a bookshelf, a clothing rack, and a small dresser. The kitchen was in a separate room, but was equally as minimalistic, with just a microwave, a shelf, and a small refrigerator. Inside the fridge were seven cans of Black Holic, a few eggs, a carton of milk, and two bottles of water.


  Jaeyoung grabbed one of the bottles and chugged it as he walked back to the bedroom. After glancing around for a place to sit, he settled on the bed. A navy comforter lay draped over white sheets, their placement neat and precise.


  So this is where he sleeps, Jaeyoung thought, feeling another rush of blood to his nether regions. He forced himself to look elsewhere.


  The bookshelf had to be the most boring thing he’d ever laid his eyes on. It only held giant programming books, without a single work of fiction in sight. As for the clothing rack, a couple of jackets and six shirts hung on the upper tier, and below them were two pairs of pants. Every single piece of clothing looked familiar. 


  Jaeyoung had suspected it before, but now he was sure that Sangwoo must follow a specific rotation when dressing himself.


  Next to fall under his examining eye were the desks, only one of which had a lamp on it. He assumed that was the one reserved for studying. The other, a larger office desk, had a monstrous desktop setup sitting on top, complete with dual UHD monitors that had to be over forty inches wide. Even the accessories—a mechanical keyboard, gaming mouse, and speakers—were from high-end brands. A transparent PC tower, probably packed with top-tier components, sat nearby. 


  I guess this weirdo never learned to do things in moderation… Jaeyoung mused. The PC setup alone was probably more expensive than everything else in the apartment combined. He couldn’t help but chuckle quietly at the contrast between the simpleness of the clothing rack and the extravagant PC—it was just so…Sangwoo.


  “Jaeyoung-sunbae.”


  The sound of Sangwoo’s voice had him instantly springing to his feet. He rushed over to the bathroom. “Y-Yeah? What’s wrong? You feeling okay?” he asked frantically, staring at the door.


  “I’m feeling a bit more sober now.” 


  Sangwoo’s voice was calm and almost emotionless, and Jaeyoung suddenly found himself dreading what he would hear next. Please don’t reject me, not after everything… He anxiously curled his hands into tight fists, waiting until Sangwoo spoke again.


  “I wanted to do it, I really did… I did so much research… But I don’t know if I can.”


  Jaeyoung stayed silent, hanging onto every word.


  “Please…leave.”


  “What?”


  He gaped at the door in disbelief. If Sangwoo was just uncomfortable with the idea of having sex with another guy, he would have understood—in fact, he was familiar himself with that discomfort, and it was likely magnified tenfold in someone as rigid as Sangwoo. But what pissed him off was that the weirdo had been an enthusiastic participant in their activities just minutes ago. And now, here he was, saying that he couldn’t do it anymore. 


  Countless responses formed and dissipated in Jaeyoung’s mind. Finally, he opened his mouth.


  “It’s not like I kicked down your door,” he said. Even he could tell that his voice was chilly and sharp. “We agreed on this, remember?”


  Sangwoo hesitated for a moment, then said, “I knew you would be angry, but I just can’t—”


  “Angry? I’m not mad at you. I just don’t understand where this is coming from.”


  “I don’t think I can perform like the people in the videos. That’s it.” 


  Sangwoo’s voice was still calm. To Jaeyoung, he might as well have been saying: “Sorry, but I don’t give a shit about your feelings.”


  His breathing grew ragged. The desire and ecstasy that had been simmering in his heart were nowhere to be found, replaced by burning rage.


  “Oh, so you don’t wanna see me anymore? You don’t wanna work on the goddamn fucking game?”


  “No, I don’t. I believe I momentarily lost control of myself. Please leave.”


  “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me!” Jaeyoung shouted, fury erupting from his heart like lava from a volcano.  


  He was starting to see the pattern here—for a while, everything would be fine, then Sangwoo would suddenly cast him aside without warning. Of course, he tripped and fell every single time, ending up with his face in the dirt. 


  “You must be the most inconsiderate fucker I’ve ever met!”




  “I will ask you for a second time. Please leave.”


  “No,” Jaeyoung snapped. “No more hiding. You want me to leave? Come out here and tell me to my face!”


  His only reply was silence.


  It was infuriating, the way Sangwoo managed to fuck everything up whenever he managed to fool himself into believing everything was fan-fucking-tastic. But this incident…it was worse than all the others combined.


  Jaeyoung spent the next few minutes hurling every single cuss word he knew at the closed bathroom door. He knew he was acting pathetic, pouting and sulking like this after being denied sex, but he didn’t even care. Unfortunately, he didn’t feel any better after dropping all the f-bombs in his arsenal, and the fact that Sangwoo had stayed completely silent the whole time didn’t help.


  Abruptly, he heard Sangwoo bang on the door with his fist from the inside. “Of course you’re not worried! You just have to lie there!”


  “What the hell are you talking about now?” Jaeyoung snapped. “Come out here and explain unless you want me to stay here all night!”


  “No! Then you’ll kiss me, and… And touch me! And then I won’t be able to think logically!”


  “Don’t motherfucking think, then! Who cares? Stop trying to be so goddamn logical!”


  He could practically hear Sangwoo seething. “You… What is that supposed to mean? You’ve ruined everything for me, Sunbae!”


  “Damn it, it’s like you’re speaking a foreign language!” Jaeyoung shouted in frustration, slamming the back of his head into the door with a loud thud. 


  As he slid limply to the ground, he wondered if he was being an idiot getting involved with Sangwoo. After all, that fucking weirdo was someone who refused to venture past life’s well-trodden paths, only staying in familiar, safe territory.


  “You know what? Never fucking change, you goddamn dipshit. Just keep following your stupid routine, wearing your stupid outfits, eating your stupid meals, making your stupid fucking plans… Never change a motherfucking thing!”


  “That was the plan until you interfered.” 


  Apparently, Sangwoo was planning on dumping all the blame on Jaeyoung for their current situation instead of taking any sort of accountability. But...he was technically right, wasn’t he? 


  Jaeyoung’s head throbbed. It was painful to admit it, but he had been the one to barge into Sangwoo’s life. And with the intent of turning it upside down, no less. 


  Still, he refused to admit that their relationship was as one-sided as Sangwoo made it sound. If he was a bug in the weirdo’s program, Sangwoo was a glitching brush tool. He might knock the weirdo off-kilter, but he did the same to Jaeyoung in return. He couldn’t get his mind off him, for fuck’s sake, to the point he was dedicating a significant amount of his time and effort to helping the fucker make his game. 


  But Sangwoo didn’t seem to realize that it took two to tango in a relationship. His world was black and white, with only a perpetrator and victim. He just wanted to preserve his precious routine—nothing else.


  And that really pissed Jaeyoung off.


  “Just…get out of the fucking bathroom, asshole. Let’s talk.”


  “No.”


  “Don’t make me tell you twice.”


  “Please, just leave.”


  “You’ve got ten seconds to come out, or you won’t like what happens next."


  “That’s an empty threat, and I know it. You can shout and cuss all you want—”


  “Oh, an empty threat? Personally, I think I can totally kick down that door.”


  “Try it, then. Let’s see if you’re still yelling when you’re sitting in the police station.”


  Apparently, the sole purpose of Sangwoo’s existence was to piss Jaeyoung off. Scowling in annoyance, he took a quick glance around the room.


  “Your PC looks pretty expensive,” he commented nonchalantly. The effect was immediate.


  “No! Don’t look at my PC.”


  Ignoring him, Jaeyoung began the countdown. “Ten.”


  “I already turned you down, Sunbae.”


  “Eight. Too late. Should’ve done it before I came in here.”


  “I was too drunk to think straight. You kept giving me all those free drinks…”


  “Not listening. Seven.”


  “You can’t force someone into having sexual intercourse.”


  “Five. Just come out here. I wanna have a deep, long talk with Sangwoo Jr.”


  “My erection is gone now.”


  “Three seconds.”


  “Just…leave me alone!”


  In the end, the weirdo proved way too predictable for his own good. The bathroom door swung open right before Jaeyoung finished his countdown. 


  Sangwoo’s face was flushed, and he was visibly seething. Jaeyoung could almost see the steam gushing from his ears. His shirt was hanging on for bare life, with only the top three buttons remaining to hold it together. The rest flapped wildly at his sides, making him look downright ridiculous. 


  Jaeyoung, who’d positioned himself against the wall far enough away that he was safe from getting smacked by the bathroom door, looked up at him in silence.


  Sangwoo sounded completely serious as he said, “I mean it. I don’t know what I’ll do if you don’t leave. I’ve been exposed to too much stress because of you.”


  God, what a fucking weirdo...and that’s putting it mildly. 


  For a long moment, Jaeyoung simply stared at Sangwoo. In hindsight, he’d displayed an uncharacteristic boldness when he’d barged into the restaurant Jaeyoung worked at and demanded to speak to him, especially after pushing him away for so long. The fact the weirdo had agreed to become his friend with benefits had also come as a surprise. 


  In the end, Jaeyoung had simply come to the conclusion that once Sangwoo made up his mind, he never looked back. Thus, it had been natural to assume they’d actually end up body to body. It was the fact he was trying to back out now that made no sense. 


  “Sorry, but I’m gonna need an actual explanation. In case you’ve forgotten, I’m a real living and breathing human being, not a fucking NPC.”


  Sangwoo stayed silent, staring at the ground with a conflicted look on his face.


  “You can’t just get rid of me that easy.”


  Sangwoo’s head shot up. He glared at Jaeyoung, muttering. “Easy…? You think this is easy?”


  “Uh…yeah? You tried to banish me from your apartment like you were deleting a fucking app. Unfortunately for you, it doesn’t really work like that with humans.”


  “Of course you think this is easy. You’re always so nonchalant and confident… You deadbeat piece of trash, you have no idea what I’m going through right now…”


  “Maybe you can explain it to me, then,” Jaeyoung snapped. “Sorry for being so fucking ignorant, but you seemed pretty goddamn horny until now!”


  “I’ve been trying to tell you, but my mind went blank, and everything felt so weird…”


  “What’s the problem, then? Isn’t that what—”


  “Stop making it sound so easy!” Sangwoo roared.


  Jaeyoung flinched slightly, backing up a few steps. The way Sangwoo was glowering at him made him wonder if he was about to throw a punch. 


  The standoff dragged on endlessly, Sangwoo’s glare so sharp and intense it felt like it could cut. But then, all of a sudden, the weirdo’s eyes began to shine with tears, and his face gradually twisted into an expression that made a chill run down Jaeyoung’s spine.


  “Sangwoo-ya…?”


  He rose to his feet and took a closer look at Sangwoo. There were definitely tears brimming in his eyes—the muscles in his face were twitching, and he was biting on his lip hard. Without thinking, he reached out to touch his cheek, but his hand was immediately denied access.


  “Are you…crying?”


  Sangwoo didn’t say a word. He just glared at Jaeyoung for a few more seconds, fists clenched, then spun around. 


  Jaeyoung reached out again, trying to grab the weirdo’s arm and draw him back, but he found himself stumbling back a few steps after receiving a strong shove. He remained relentless, though, charging forward and wedging his arm in the bathroom door when Sangwoo tried to squirrel himself away behind it again. 


  His attempt at escape thwarted, Sangwoo grew visibly flustered and shriveled into the corner. When he covered his face with both hands and leaned his forehead against the tiled wall, Jaeyoung suddenly realized there were tears running down his cheeks.


   Ah… This isn’t fair.


  All the fight drained out of Jaeyoung’s body in an instant, and he felt the walls he’d put up around his heart—complete with spikes and all—crumble like sand. The sharp words he’d been about to hurl at Sangwoo quickly dulled and lost their edge. What the hell was he supposed to do when his opponent broke down crying in the middle of an argument?


  Somehow feeling even worse than before, Jaeyoung stood there and let Sangwoo cry. The only sound in the quiet bathroom was his uneven, ragged breathing.


  


  A long while later, Sangwoo climbed to his feet once again. Turning on the tap, he splashed water on his face a few times.


  “Feeling better now?” Jaeyoung asked hesitantly. 


  No response came from Sangwoo, but he seemed to have lost most of the aggressive edge he’d been sporting before. Brushing past Jaeyoung, he collapsed on his bed, then wrapped himself in the comforter until he became a giant burrito. By the time he was done wedging himself in the corner of the bed in a defensive position, only his eyes peeked out.


  Sighing inwardly, Jaeyoung grabbed a few tissues from the desk and placed them by Sangwoo’s feet like a peace offering before sitting on the bed, putting as much distance between them as possible. 


  The seconds ticked by in uncomfortable silence.


  “You have no idea what it’s like,” Sangwoo said abruptly. “I’m not satisfied, no matter how many times I masturbate… The erection keeps coming back, and then I can’t think straight.”


  Same here, asshole, Jaeyoung thought, but chose to stay mute instead of commenting.


  “The only thing I can think about is fornication. My life is falling apart. You may not take it seriously, you might think it’s easy, but I…”


  Sangwoo went on to explain exactly how much he was struggling, and how Jaeyoung had ruined his life. Although it was mildly worrisome to hear that he was seriously considering chemical castration, Jaeyoung never interrupted him. But only doubt filled his mind as he listened, instead of empathy or pity.


  Honestly, he was at a total loss. He could explain to Sangwoo that everything he’d just ranted about was totally normal and rooted in basic human instinct, and that most people experienced the same struggles he was now at some point in their lives, but he somehow knew the weirdo wouldn’t buy it. 


  He took a moment to choose his words carefully, knowing Sangwoo had a tendency to interpret things in an annoyingly selective and superficial way. Finally, he decided to start with, “Are you…a virgin?”


  “No.”


  “What’s all the fuss about, then?! You’re acting like a fucking kid going through puberty.”


  So much for not losing his cool. Mission: failed. 


  Sangwoo sniffled, and his hand slipped out from underneath the comforters to grab the tissues Jaeyoung had brought him. They disappeared, tucked into his palm, and made a reappearance near his neck. 


  Sangwoo blew his nose noisily, then muttered, “Until now, I have always been able to control my desires. On the few occasions I’ve felt such feelings before, they didn’t particularly bother me. That means you’re an anomaly.”


  “What, you're calling me a weirdo now?”


  “How can you look so…enticing? You’re lucky I never acted on the thoughts I had about you… Then I’d be imprisoned for life.”


  Jaeyoung blinked.


  “Actually… I can’t blame you for being so pretty. I’m the perverted scumbag here. Why did you do this to me, Sunbae? You’ve ruined everything. It’s all your fault.”


  Is he trying to flirt with me or blame me for all his fucking problems? Jaeyoung thought, flabbergasted. His little speech was all over the place, showcasing none of the robotic-level composure he usually displayed. 


  Then the truth of the words truly hit Jaeyoung—the weirdo was trying to say his desires, which barely stirred for anyone else, turned into a raging inferno for him and him alone.


  It was a shame a confession that could’ve been incredibly grand and emotional had unfolded in such a lousy fashion. Maybe Sangwoo’s talents were wasted on Comp Sci—he would do better directing an erotic film.


  “Just try sleeping with me, then,” Jaeyoung said with a sigh. “Can’t bash it until you’ve tried it, right?” 


  It was his last-ditch attempt at “fornication,” as Sangwoo would say. He was definitely a scumbag—the scummiest of them all. Sangwoo was literally crying, and he was still trying to get into the weirdo’s pants. 


  Sangwoo shook his head, looking completely done. “I can’t cause you that much pain, no matter how aroused I am. And I... I don’t know if I can put it into…an excretory organ. I’m sorry to let you down.”


  Jaeyoung had almost forgotten just how self-absorbed Sangwoo could be—the dipshit had simply assumed he’d be topping since he was the man, not bothering to consider that Jaeyoung was also male. He couldn’t help but sigh in disbelief.


  Why does that idiot always act like he’s at the center of the fucking universe?


  Sangwoo’s lack of social skills was so extreme that describing it as an inability to feel empathy with others wouldn’t do it justice. It was like he hadn’t formed a single meaningful connection with another human being in the past twenty-five years, only interacting with people on a surface level.


  This is exhausting… All Jaeyoung had wanted was a fling—he hadn’t signed up for an emotional rollercoaster. It’s not worth the fucking trouble.


  For a long moment, Jaeyoung sat in complete silence, covering his eyes with one hand. Then he said, “All right, I get it. Let’s continue this conversation tomorrow when we’ve both calmed down a little and you’ve sobered up.”


  Silence.


  “You ignoring me again?” 


  Jaeyoung whipped his head around to glare at Sangwoo, his temper flaring. But the weirdo was already asleep, head propped against the wall. 


  “Fuck, you’ve gotta be kidding me…”


  Sangwoo looked infuriatingly innocent in his sleep. Jaeyoung’s hands curled into fists, but there was nowhere to release his anger with his only opponent knocked out. Turning away and hunching over slightly, he contemplated his next course of action. 


  It was about time he made up his mind. Maybe it would be better to abandon the game, since it seemed like their collaboration was surely doomed. It was true that he’d already slaved away for hours to get the key assets all together, but things would only get busier once the prototype was out.




  “This shouldn’t be so fucking complicated,” Jaeyoung muttered to himself.


  Until now, he’d lived by a very simple rule—to dive into anything he felt drawn to and quit anything he didn’t. But now, the three corners of his triangle of priorities—work, sex, and social life—felt more like sharp blades, digging into him. 


  Maybe Sangwoo was right. Maybe the smartest thing to do was to be done with this mess and walk away.


  With a sigh, Jaeyoung got to his feet and stepped into the bathroom to quickly wash his face and hands. When he came back out, his gaze landed on the shiniest, most expensive thing in the room—Sangwoo’s PC setup.


  “No! Don’t look at my PC.”


  Unfortunately for Sangwoo, it was human nature to want something more the moment you were told you couldn’t have it. Jaeyoung walked up to the sleek, transparent PC tower and pressed the power button, telling himself he would leave once he was done. When the LED lights came on, they were rainbow—a stark contrast to the dark, boring outfits Sangwoo usually wore. 


  It only took a second for the PC to boot up, thanks to the ultra-high specs. There was no passcode—probably because it was Sangwoo’s private computer—so Jaeyoung found himself greeted with a black-and-white grid background instead. The way it was laid out across the dual screens made it almost resemble a chess board.


  There were only three icons on the desktop, all folders: My PC, Trash, and…


  Wait. Jaeyoung’s brain stalled out as he leaned in, face nearly brushing the screen. Maybe he’d misread the label.


  But no. The last of the three folders was clearly named Jang Jaeyoung. There was no mistaking it.


  He couldn’t even begin to guess what was inside. Did it contain information Sangwoo had gathered on his weaknesses? Or a collection of paperwork he’d put together in case of a lawsuit? 


  Anxiety fluttered in his heart as he double-clicked on the folder. And then...


  What the fuck…?


  Inside the folder were pictures. Dozens of them, all featuring Jaeyoung. There were around ten videos as well. Some were from as far back as his high school days—a few he didn’t even remember taking!—while others were more recent uploads from his social media, all neatly organized by date, location, and source.


  “So he’s been jerking off to me all this time, huh? Fucking pervert,” Jaeyoung muttered.


  His disbelief only grew as he checked the other files. Everything Jaeyoung liked—his favorite products, styles, athletes, and hobbies—were all organized neatly into a document. The music playlist had been updated earlier that morning, so Sangwoo had been looking at it only hours ago.


  It felt like something straight out of a sitcom—but instead of disgust, a warmth spread through Jaeyoung’s chest, reaching every corner of his body. His heart pounded as if it might burst through his skin, and a quiet chuckle slipped from his lips.


  Just sexual desire, huh…? I wouldn’t be too sure about that, Choo Sangwoo.


  He closed the folder and began to poke around the rest of the computer’s files curiously. Nearly every game that had been released recently was installed on it—everything from popular MMORPGs to trending PC games. It looked like Sangwoo really was pretty set on becoming a game developer, after all. 


  As Jaeyoung clicked through various folders, he drifted into Downloads. There were five files that had been downloaded two days ago, reminding him of what Sangwoo had said in the car—something about purchasing videos for his research. He frowned as he read the file names.


  Big cock fetish.mp4? Hold on—these ones are named incest orgy, gang rape, torture, and bondage…? What the hell?


  He played the videos one by one, already scared of what he would see.


  The first video featured two men in surgical gowns, standing around a naked man wearing a blindfold. There was melted wax, vibrators, and even physical mutilation… Needless to say, it escalated fairly quickly.


  He double-clicked on the second video, which started with the scene of a tiny, lean man being fucked senseless by another man with a giant cock. That by itself wasn’t too terrible, but the small man was subjected to all sorts of violence and abuse until he was bleeding.


  The third video featured an orgy. The fourth, gang rape. The last one was so rough that Jaeyoung couldn’t even watch until the very end. All of the porn stars were yelling and crying out in pain—obviously acting—but it was just too much.


  I get it now.


  Jaeyoung didn’t even need to ask what had gone through Sangwoo’s head while watching these videos. The weirdo’s whole life revolved around manuals, after all. Knowing him, he’d probably just downloaded the top five films based on popularity—unfortunately, it seemed the site he’d stumbled across specialized in hardcore porn.


  For a few minutes, Jaeyoung sat in front of the PC motionlessly. Everything was falling into place. Now he knew why Sangwoo had pushed him away despite the burning desire in his eyes, why he’d rambled on about needing to say something, about needing time to prepare, only to end up rejecting him.


  Finally, he felt like he knew how to handle the mess on his hands. He could only hope that it wasn’t too late. But he had to be patient. Everyone moved at different speeds—if he pushed Sangwoo too hard when he wasn’t ready, the whole thing would go belly-up. 


  After deleting all five videos, Jaeyoung stood up and walked over to Sangwoo, who was still fast asleep. He can’t be comfortable, lying curled up against the wall like that… he mused. Gently unwrapping the comforter from around Sangwoo, he repositioned the weirdo properly on the bed and pulled the blanket up to his neck. Then he crouched beside him, studying his face intently.


  If Sangwoo were awake, he’d probably be grumbling at him or chastising him. But in his sleep, he looked completely relaxed—peaceful, even.


  “Hey, weirdo.” 


  No response came, but Jaeyoung kept talking. 


  “You were being a dumbass today, you know that? But you’re not driving me off anytime soon.”


  It was strange—even after all that bullshit, his heart tingled pleasantly as he gazed at Sangwoo’s sleeping face.


  “Also…” He stroked Sangwoo’s cheek with the back of his hand, his thumb caressing the weirdo’s cheekbone. “We’re gonna pick up where we left off next time, so you better not forget how it felt.”


  He’d planned to make a cool, clean exit, but Jaeyoung couldn’t resist pressing a kiss to Sangwoo’s forehead. Even then, he lingered a moment longer, leaning in to whisper, “Make sure to dream of me tonight.”


  <111>


  Memory.


  Sangwoo’s memory had always landed him in trouble. Back in middle and high school, he’d never been able to distinguish between his classmates, who looked nearly identical to his eyes. He’d been lucky to have the luxury of looking at name tags when he was serving in the military—otherwise, he wouldn’t have been able to function in his unit.


  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 the Lunar New Year, playing with his cousins, when he’d accidentally made one of them cry—a boy five years older than him.


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


  “I wasn’t making fun of it.”


  But his cousin had run to his parents in tears, claiming that Sangwoo had insulted his aunt. When the adults had asked what had happened, Sangwoo had simply and honestly told them her name was “Choo Goja[1].” 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. But he’d still scolded Sangwoo gently, saying it was rude to call someone by the wrong name on purpose. When Sangwoo insisted that he hadn’t, that he’d truly thought that the name he’d said had been hers and hadn’t been trying to poke fun at her 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—starting from their grandmother to their cousins. Despite doing his absolute best to get all the questions right, 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 had told him that they were going to play some fun games, and that he didn’t need to be scared. But she’d lied to him. Instead of doing what she’d said, she’d made him draw a bunch of pictures and showered him with meaningless questions.


  “Yay! Isn’t this super fun?”the doctor had asked cheerfully.


  “No. I want to go home,”had been young Sangwoo’s response.


  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 actually enjoyed.


  Later, when he was thirteen, he’d learned the activities the doctor had him do were actually thirteen in-depth assessments, including a memory index, the MMPI, a psychiatric evaluation, a test for IQ, a test for EQ, and more. His mother had shown him the test results after he’d gotten into an argument at school over a misunderstanding not unlike the one he’d had with his cousins all those years ago, 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 was most likely just the manifestation of selective memory loss as a result of 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.”


  “I see. It’s good to know 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 loss—the ability to erase unnecessary memories and only keep the ones he needed. It was exactly what Sangwoo needed at the moment, but his brain was refusing to function normally.


  His memories of the day before were so vivid they bordered on painful. Even though he’d drunk 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, tasted... The flavor of Jaeyoung’s skin, the tight grip of his hands on Sangwoo’s shoulders, the stifling heat that had filled the car. The scent of hair wax from Jaeyoung’s sweat-dampened forehead, the feeling of his heart dropping when the seat had suddenly reclined, the sound of their ragged breathing, the harsh moans slipping through gritted teeth. And then there were the words Jaeyoung had whispered sweetly in his ear, spat in disbelief, and thrown at him in a fury.


  All of it was still there, masterfully etched into his mind. The only thing he didn’t remember were the few seconds surrounding the moment when he’d cum into Jaeyoung’s palm.


  “Mother… I think I’m in big trouble,” he muttered weakly.


  Forcing himself out of his bed, Sangwoo belatedly realized how much time he’d wasted lying there in a mindless stupor—it was already lunchtime. 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 screen silently, until he spotted a blinking light on his desktop.


  “Huh…?”


  He knew for a fact that 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. But the screen lit up when he wriggled his mouse, revealing a cluttered group of digital gaming platforms and open folders. He glared at it all for a moment, then realized the audiovisual files in the Downloads folder were gone.


  Suddenly becoming more frantic, Sangwoo checked the Trash folder just in case he’d accidentally deleted the files, but they were nowhere to be seen. And when he went through his computer’s access logs, he found a record of the files being permanently deleted at 00:55:21 in the morning.


  “Jang Jaeyoung!” he shrieked, frantically ruffling 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 folder on his desktop, full of every piece of information on the asshole that he’d managed to dig up online. He couldn’t even bring himself to imagine how Jaeyoung had reacted.


  Unable to bear the embarrassment, Sangwoo wiped his disk clean of the Jang Jaeyoung folder. His hands were trembling, and his cheeks burned with heat. He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d felt this ashamed—he’d always taken pride in living a moral, upright life. 


  The emotions flooding into him were foreign and uncomfortable. Suddenly, Sangwoo felt utterly alone, as if he were adrift in the middle of a vast, empty ocean.


  


  


  


  

    [1] Goja is a term for a man who is either impotent or has been castrated.


  




  “Sangwoo-ya…? Are you…crying?”


  Those words had been his breaking point, the last straw that had made him burst into tears. He wished he could delete the memory from his brain, just like the Jang Jaeyoung folder. 


  The last time he’d cried, apart from the incident the previous night, had been in the military during CBRN defense training. The time before that had been because of his monster of a sister, who’d fed him a mouthful of spicy chicken—which he’d naively believed was mild since she’d told him so—and shed a few tears purely from the pain. And all because he’d killed a mosquito with her magazine and left a stain. 


  In Sangwoo’s opinion, people cried too often. For instance, on the last day of his school retreat, the teachers had created a sentimental atmosphere by shoving all 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, shouldn’t you be crying like all your friends?” a teacher had asked.


  “Why?” he’d said in return. “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?


  In his world, tears were only an irritating 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 just cry from sadness—they cried when their frustration and indignation reached a peak and boiled over, and those tears couldn’t be stopped, no matter how hard he tried.


  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. And now that he’d lost control over himself, his life was falling into pieces. 


  Honestly, even the days when Jaeyoung had rampaged through his life in his stupid red puffer jacket were laughable compared to this. The suffering Sangwoo was experiencing now was something much worse. Something much more unbearable.


  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 Jang Jaeyoung. That was where it was all going to end—their 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 his suffering grew even more intense. Not having Jaeyoung in his life would definitely send him spiraling, but that was only a fair price to pay for all the 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. Back at home, everything went according to his mother’s plan, and every single thing was in its proper place. 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 fair place after all—it was full of storms and hurricanes, and the pirate ship that had brought all that chaos along with it was firing cannonballs right into his boat.


  Sangwoo slowly slumped over his desk, pushing the keyboard away with his hand. Just before he went under, giving into the roaring currents in his head, 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…


  Still slumped over, Sangwoo carelessly grabbed his computer mouse and opened a new browser tab. He went to his favorites and clicked on the link to Jaeyoung’s social media page, but the last post was still the same selfie they’d taken together for their skit in Intermediate Chinese. #HangukUniversityFestival, #FestivalCompetition, #HauntedTavern, #HangukUniversityTheaterClub... 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.


  There were dozens of pictures that other students had taken with Jaeyoung in his vampire costume—one showed him with a wide smile on his pale face, while in others he bore a playful scowl, a scary grimace, or even three bottles of soju under his left arm and two plates balanced on his right. Even in the group picture the theater club had taken, where Jaeyoung wasn’t wearing his makeup, he still stood out like a shining star in the night sky. 


  Sangwoo saved them all, but the pictures weren’t enough to satisfy his longing. He restored the deleted Jang Jaeyoung folder with his computer’s data recovery software, then renamed the newly saved images to match the correct format and plopped them all in.


  I’ll keep them for now. Just for the time being.


  


  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 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 he didn’t have any classes 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. But when he went back to his inbox, there was a new email waiting for him.


  


  Sender: Jae Jang


  Subject: 0430 Submission


  Body:


  Work list completed as of 4/30


  1) Requested revisions for particle effects


  2) Addition of weapon-type objects


  3) Level maps 7-10


  4) Infinite mode resources


  5) Ladder ranking UI


  Attachment: 0430.zip (326mb)


  


  For three minutes, Sangwoo simply glared at the email. Apparently, Jaeyoung had the audacity to act like nothing happened after all the mess that had gone on the day before. On top of that, this was the first time in the history of their partnership that he’d actually sent the email Sangwoo had requested with a log of his completed tasks for the day. Despite his frequent reminders, Jaeyoung had always just 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 attachment, opened it, and blinked in surprise. Every single file name followed his guidelines, and there were no typos—not a single one.


  “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 finished everything by the correct deadline, but he’d zipped through about half of his overdue tasks. 


  Sangwoo combed through everything thoroughly, but he couldn’t locate a single mistake or a sign of sloppiness. He sorted the file list by name, slightly elated, then suddenly closed the window.


  Fine, he’s a great designer. But what’s the point in doing any of this now?


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


  


  [image: ]


  


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


  Skipping one day of studying shouldn’t hurt, he decided. After all, he had the right to take a day off—midterms were over, he didn’t have any classes for the day, and he’d survived a shocking ordeal two nights ago. He could be lazy for just one day, 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 lazy. The only ways he knew to kill time were gaming or napping. Back at his mother’s place, there had been all sorts of gadgets perfect for wasting away the day, but he hadn’t brought any of them along when he’d moved out. At that time, his only goal had been to study.


  He ended up pacing around his small apartment, desperately looking for something to do. Various pieces of furniture got dusted just to give him a reason to keep his hands moving. He also cleaned the bathroom, did his laundry, and filled his cabinet with new groceries.


  Still, 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.


  


  a) Jaeyoung is planning on continuing to engage with me inappropriately


  b) Jaeyoung has given up on engaging with me inappropriately, but will continue working on Veggie Venturer


  c) Jaeyoung simply sent a file that he’d completed working on 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 the psycho 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. At 11:55 p.m., he got ready for bed, then paced around the room before finally sitting down at his desk. When he saw his phone light up, he immediately grabbed it with both hands and brought the screen close to his face.


  


  [Freeloader 3: five minutes until deadline] 11:55 p.m.


  [Freeloader 3: reminder - develop prototype] 11:55 p.m.


  


  Sangwoo stared at the texts in disbelief, wondering just how far he’d fallen to be getting deadline reminders from Jaeyoung, of all people.


  What was that psycho planning? As always, he proved a complete enigma to Sangwoo. His actions were unpredictable and strange, like a mathematical problem that was impossible to solve.


  It took Sangwoo a moment to realize it was midnight. When he refreshed his inbox, there it was—an email from Jae Jang, just like the night before. The body listed the day’s completed tasks, along with the overdue ones. But just as he was about to 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, his eyes wide with shock and terror. Neither of them spoke—there wasn’t even a simple “Hello.” Very slowly, Sangwoo brought the phone to his ear, as if afraid it would explode.


  “Hey.”


  The abrupt greeting startled him so much 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 on your progress. It’s past the deadline.”


  “I’ve already developed the prototype. I just…didn’t get the chance to do a demonstration for you because we didn’t have a meeting scheduled.”


  “Good job. I thought you might not have done it.”


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


  An awkward silence settled over the line. A faint static buzzing 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, or if he was wearing glasses… And then, he wondered why he even cared about such things.


  “Haven’t talked to you for two days. How’ve you been?”


  “I had no reason to be unwell.”


  “Hey, you never know.”


  “I’ve been well, then.”


  “I’m glad.”


  Another silence. 


  Every single one of their words were 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-sunbae,” Sangwoo called into the phone, but he was met with silence. “Why did you send those files? I thought you weren’t going to continue working on VeVen because of how our relationship deteriorated due to the events from two days ago.”


  Once again, a response from Jaeyoung was long in coming. The question shouldn’t have been that difficult to answer...right?


  Jaeyoung abruptly broke the quiet by clearing his throat, and Sangwoo readjusted his grip on his phone. Sweat was pooling in his palm.


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


  It was an answer Sangwoo hadn’t expected. He found himself clenching 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.”


  “Huh? Come on, I didn’t say it like that.”


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


  “What the hell… You memorized that shit?”


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


  Another silence—perhaps the longest one yet—stretched on, wasting even more of the minutes he’d paid his phone company for. The wait was torture. Sangwoo hated wasting his energy on pointless things. Even thinking of the idiom “like pouring water into a sieve” gave him indigestion. 


  Jaeyoung just needed to tell him he wanted nothing to do with Veggie Venturer. Then he could focus on finding another designer.


  But a moment later, when Jaeyoung finally spoke, it was to say: “I’m not planning on giving up.”


  The psycho’s words, spoken low and slow, made Sangwoo’s knuckles go white around his phone. He pressed the screen even harder against his ear.


  “I’m going to keep working on VeVen too.”


  The “too” broughtSangwoo pause. He couldn’t help but think Jaeyoung’s wording was pretty strange. But then the psycho spoke again.


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


  “Agreed.”


  “Second, I wanna help you put together a good portfolio. That’s your goal, right?”


  Sangwoo didn’t respond. His heart was like a broken drawer, rattling around in his ribcage. But Jaeyoung just continued speaking, tone nonchalant, oblivious to his inner turmoil.


  “As for the third reason…” The psycho paused as if to draw out the mystery. “I wanna tell you in person.”


  “Fine, then,” Sangwoo muttered, frustrated. 


  “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 be abandoning it.”


  “Good to know. Well, sleep tight, and…”


  There it was. Another meaningful pause.


  “...see you at tomorrow’s meeting.”


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


  After turning off the light, Sangwoo trudged over to his bed like a zombie and collapsed on the mattress.
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  “Long time no see, Choo Sangchoo.”


  “It has been less than a week since the last time we saw each other.”


  “Well, you used to drop by every day.”


  Brushing off the poacher’s pointless comments, 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 the chair beside him and took a seat.


  “I’m here, Sunbae.”


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


  “Are you sick?”


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


  A blush immediately overtook Sangwoo’s face, and he quickly shielded his cheeks with a hand. 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, saying, “I’ve set up the title screen, character stats, and the first level of the world map—the farm. I still have to balance incoming and outgoing damage, so keep that in mind as you play.” 


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


  “Hey, are you testing your app? I wanna see!” the poacher exclaimed.


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


  “This is so exciting!” she chattered, peeking over Jaeyoung’s shoulder to watch as he tested the application. “Whoa, that’s awesome! Huh…? That was a bit choppy. Oh, hm… Aha ha ha! What the heck? Why does it walk like that? It looks terrible!”


  As his friend kept up an endless barrage of compliments and criticism, Jaeyoung simply tapped on the screen of Sangwoo’s phone with his long fingers, his exhaustion still evident on his face. As the game progressed, Sangwoo began to grow slightly nervous—Jaeyoung’s expression was just as impassive as it’d been when he’d first started playing.


  “Well…it’s supposed to be a bit rough around the edges, right?” the poacher said hesitantly. “It’s just a demo.”


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


  Sangwoo raised an eyebrow at Jaeyoung’s comment.


  “True. Those things look kinda bad, not gonna lie. What are they, torpedoes...? The game looks fun, though!” 


  With that comment, the poacher returned to her seat and put her headphones back on. A moment later, Jaeyoung placed Sangwoo’s phone down on his desk, running a hand over his eyes.


  “Choo Sangwoo.”


  “Yes.”


  “Remember what I said the day we had our first meeting? ‘Just because a program runs doesn’t mean it’s good’?”


  Feeling slightly nervous for some reason, Sangwoo silently nodded. As for Jaeyoung, he 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.”


  “It does? I thought we agreed on 1.8 seconds.”


  “Correction: It happens too slowly. Make it snappier. The opacity transitions during the screen changes are slow too.”


  “I thought we also agreed on—”


  “Correction: They also look too slow. Make them speedier.Also, you heard what Yoona said, right? The character’s base animation looks way too awkward, and the grenade’s trajectory is totally unnatural. And as for the critical hits, maybe try adding some motion trails to the effect…? Actually, I’ll remind you about that another time.”


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


  “It’d be one thing if you just wanted to be a developer. But you want to be in a creative role, don’t you? If that’s the case, you’ve gotta pay closer attention to the details.”


  The entire time Jaeyoung had been nitpicking his work on the game, Sangwoo had been steadily growing more and more irritated, but the psycho’s last comment felt like a slap in the face. Sadly, it was completely valid—as were all his other critiques. 


  Sangwoo found himself missing the days where he’d evaluated the psycho’s own work instead of the other way around. Jaeyoung’s snide jokes about his lack of imagination hadn’t hit quite so hard then.


  “Come on, don’t make that face,” Jaeyoung said with a sigh. “I’m just trying to be a good cocreator.”


  “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 did exactly as the psycho asked, silently reeling from the sudden change in Jaeyoung’s attitude. Maybe it was because he’d just pulled an all-nighter, 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 coaxed in the right direction before being whipped into shape. But now, all of a sudden, he was acting like a real business partner.


  “You don’t even know how to do this, Sunbae.”


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


  Without warning, Jaeyoung invaded Sangwoo’s territory, pushing his chair closer. Even though no unnecessary physical contact had been made and the psycho’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 just change the animation of the title so it grows a bit from its normal size and then shrinks back down.”


  “Would 110 percent work for the size?”


  “Forget about the numbers. You’ve gotta go by how it feels.”


  Jaeyoung suddenly reached over and put his hand on top of Sangwoo’s, which was holding a wireless mouse. Though Sangwoo’s first instinct was to pull away, Jaeyoung was staring at the screen with such intense focus that he felt he had no choice but to stay still.


  Wait, does he really need to…


  As the gears of Sangwoo’s brain creaked to a stop, Jaeyoung began to guide the mouse with their joined hands with complete nonchalance, pressing down on Sangwoo’s fingers to click the mouse buttons and adjust the title’s animation timeline and image size.


  “How do I run a preview?”


  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.


  “Choo Sangwoo.”


  “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 glanced over, he found the psycho staring intently at him. Their eyes locked.


  Suddenly, Jaeyoung shouted, “ChoiYoona!”


  The poacher didn’t even glance their way as she bobbed her head to the beat of her music, hunched over some kind of project. Seemingly satisfied, Jaeyoung added in a hushed voice, “The same thing applies to relationships. 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 had lost interest in the animation, Sangwoo met his intense gaze. “I understand.”


  “Do you get what you did wrong?”


  “I’m not sure.”


  Jaeyoung didn’t even blink an eye. “Okay, well, here’s the third reason why I want to keep working together: You said being around me makes your sexual desire harder to control. Believe it or not, most people deal with that by staying close, not pushing each other away. That’s a real, proven solution. You can’t say we failed when we haven’t even tried. Basically, you decided to jump ship way too early.”


  “But I did try.”


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


  “I did…?”


  “Yeah. Why the hell were you watching fucking threesomes and orgies when there’s only two of us? And I mean, who even owns a rocking horse with a goddamn vibrator? That shit would send you straight to the hospital,” Jaeyoung grumbled. “You just downloaded whatever was the most popular, didn’t you?”


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


  “Look… Porn is based on people’s dirty fantasies, nothing more. You sound just like a boomer who thinks playing an FPS game will turn you into a murderer right now.”


  “That’s a bit harsh.”


  “I’m just saying, your entire premise is flawed. I don’t want anyone else to join in,and I’m not interested in beating you or being beaten during sex. I’m telling you that you were researching the wrong shit. Try to get that through your head.”


  Surprisingly, it seemed 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…


  “Even if those videos do not provide an accurate representation of reality, I consulted many textual sources as well, and they all described the process of inserting the penis into the rectum—”


  “Nope, you can stop there. I’m not interested in a biology lecture.”




  “Choi Yoona!” Jaeyoung shouted once again, checking that she was still oblivious to what was happening in the room. Then he leaned closer. “Sangwoo-ya,” he whispered into a frozen Sangwoo’s ear. “If we have sex, there’s no need for you to put your…in my… Fuck! That doesn’t have to happen, okay? There’s two of us, in case you’ve already forgotten. It’s not necessary for both of us to…to put it in.”


  Sangwoo blinked in confusion. “But that seems unfair.”


  “So what? It’s not like it’s some kind of punishment. If you don’t wanna be the one putting it in, then just take it. I heard that can feel pretty good too. It’ll probably help with your whole…sexual desire thing.”


  “What do you mean, you heard? 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 disbelieving laugh slipped from Jaeyoung’s lips as he watched the gesture, but he didn’t deny it.


  “Does that mean I’m going to be the one who…”


  Sangwoo’s mind slowly creaked to a halt—the thought was one 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 stra— Use any of those tools, and I won’t hit you either. Promise.” 


  The psycho let out a loud sigh and hung his head. But 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 at all. 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.”


  The psycho’s tone was completely nonchalant, same as if he was saying “I feel like having pizza, fried chicken, and maybe even some cold noodles” instead of the words actually coming out of his mouth.


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


  “I’m just saying we can take it slow. I won’t pressure you into anything. In fact, I won’t make a single move unless you come to me first.”


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


  “Then we’ll stop, obviously. Believe it or not, I’m not into sexual assault.”


  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 things he least expected, leaving him stumbling and off-balance. This time, though, it felt different.


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


  Just three days ago, Jaeyoung had cussed him out for trying to end whatever was going on between them without a proper conversation. 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—now that that’s settled, I’m gonna take a fat nap. Feel free to keep working here if you want.”


  Sangwoo’s eyes followed the psycho’s every movement.


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


  “I have no plans of doing any such thing.”


  Grinning cheerfully, Jaeyoung walked past Sangwoo and plopped himself down on the cot. Sangwoo hurried to lower the room’s blinds and turn off the lights, prompting the poacher to yank off her headphones and shout at him 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 psycho’s vague idea of feedback—consisting of “just a bit more/less,” “that’s too much/little,” and “that’s not quite right...”—but he slowly but surely began to get the hang of it. 


  He’d particularly gotten the process of creating the game’s manual down pat. For instance, he’d learned that “make it a bit bigger” meant Jaeyoung wanted him to scale whatever he was referring to up by 109 percent. If the psycho said “that’s too small,” he went with 134 percent. Once he’d gotten all the percentages figured out, he’d simply continued to adjust things according to Jaeyoung’s detailed feedback.


  On Friday, Sangwoo arrived at the studio at exactly 6:31 p.m. and completed all the edits requested by Jaeyoung, revising the basic character motions and updating the weapon animations. At some point, the poacher had glanced over at the screen and commented that one of the characters looked like him. 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 p.m., when the three of them ordered fried chicken and their conversation drifted into aimless chatter. Sangwoo left the studio at 10:00 p.m. sharp, belatedly realizing that—aside from a brief brush of the hand when Jaeyoung had passed him a drumstick—the psycho had completely refrained from touching him. 


  Sangwoo hadn’t scheduled any VeVen meetings over the weekend, but Jaeyoung still called him at exactly 10:01 p.m. on both Saturday and Sunday, right when he was walking home from work. On Saturday, he’d asked a question about file sizes—on Sunday, he’d asked about image discrepancies between different devices. Sangwoo answered both his questions as thoroughly as he could, slightly touched by just how much attention he was putting into optimizing the game. But his conversations with Jaeyoung hadn’t stopped there either night—the psycho had randomly started chatting him up instead. For example: “Where were you born, anyway?” 


  It was a pointless question, really. When Sangwoo told him he was born in Daejeon, however, 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 Academy for both middle school and 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 10.5 and had 20/20 vision in both eyes, Jaeyoung complained that he fluctuated between a 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 on 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 on Sunday. It was hard to believe he’d wasted so much time on pointless 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 Choi Yoochoi heading out the door. It felt like 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, Choo Sangchoo.”


  “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 crept up on him without warning.


  The door opened behind him, and he turned his head to see who it was. Jaeyoung stood there, 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.


  Their eyes met.


  “Hey,” Jaeyoung said.


  “Hello.”


  “It’s insanely fucking hot today, right?” Jaeyoung asked as he sauntered into the room and placed the plastic bag on his desk. “It feels like August 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.”


  The plastic bag 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 albap[1],” Jaeyoung said, completely unprompted. He pulled a foam to-go container from the bag, slipped off the rubber band, and revealed six large dumplings inside. “Why are you the only one here, anyway?”


  “Choi Yoochoi said she was going out.”


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


  Jaeyoung took a large bite of the albap. Sangwoo, meanwhile, quickly looked the other way, unsure of what to say. It had only been a casual, passing comment—Jaeyoung probably hadn’t meant anything by it—but he felt like someone had flipped him upside down. Mouth going dry, he took out his laptop, opened it, and put it on his desk, only to stare at the black screen aimlessly.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  The psycho’s voice was still light and nonchalant, but Sangwoo found himself choking on a surge of anxiety as he responded.


  “Yes?”


  “Come on, have some dumplings. They’re from a pretty famous place. 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 wet with soy sauce.


  “You can put that down. I can eat it myself.”


  But Jaeyoung remained persistent. “Come on, 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. Seemingly satisfied, Jaeyoung took the dumpling back, dipped it in soy sauce again, and took a chomp for himself.


  “I already took a bite of that.”


  “Who cares? We’ve already kissed.”


  It was strange—he found himself getting stuck on everything Jaeyoung said. But they had indeed already exchanged saliva, so trying to argue that they should avoid contamination would seem a bit ridiculous now.  


  “Want some more?”


  Sangwoo hesitated a beat, but ultimately said yes. A still nonchalant Jaeyoung fed him the last hunk, which was so big it made his cheeks puff out. 


  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…


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


  “Yes, it is.”


  After setting down his chopsticks with a soft clack, 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. For a moment, Sangwoo forgot how to breathe. For someone who loved idly lazing about, his abs were shockingly well-defined.


  As Jaeyoung carelessly tossed the sweatshirt on the studio cot and put his hat back on, Sangwoo found his gaze drawn to the psycho’s arms as though he were seeing them for the very first time. Jaeyoung’s bicep muscles, his bulging tendons…he admired them carefully, like someone might catch him in the act. A tattoo ran up his shoulder, Sangwoo noted, partially covered by his white sleeve. 


  The memory of what Jaeyoung had done to him in the car with that arm surfaced without warning.


  The psycho 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 even there.


  “First time seeing it?” Jaeyoung asked. He rolled his sleeve up, revealing a strange tattoo.


  “I’ve seen it before.”


  “When? Oh…”


  An awkward silence lingered, and Sangwoo grabbed a water bottle from his backpack and began chugging it down desperately to distract himself. But as he was brushing away a few stray drops from his lips, Jaeyoung decided to finish his thought.


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


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


  “That was pretty fucking awesome...” Jaeyoung added under his breath. 


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


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


  “A bit.”


  Jaeyoung shrugged. “Just think of it as a drawing. I designed it myself a few years back.”


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


  “’Cause I just did, obviously.”


  


  


  


  

    [1] Albap is a type of bibimbap most commonly served with flying fish roe on top.


  




  For the next few minutes, Jaeyoung stayed quiet, seemingly preoccupied with his food. 


  Sangwoo took the opportunity to study the tattoo on his arm more closely. He’d always associated tattoos 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 word, a falling meteor, a flaming ball… It was mysterious and hard to define, just like the man it belonged to.


  Finally, Jaeyoung snarked, “Take a picture, and it’ll last longer.”


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


  “Yeah? You think it’s cool? I can draw something on your arm too if you want.”


  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 a drawing on his arm, Jaeyoung crumpled up his empty albap 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 side profile, lost in thought. Apparently sensing the gaze, Jaeyoung spoke up again. 


  “Sorry, you can’t pick me,” he said without a hint of shame. “Face tattoos are bad juju.”


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


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


  Seething 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.”


  “All righty.”


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


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


  “What the hell’s a crawler?”


  “The one you’re looking at. It runs on tracks. I don’t want one of the belt-driven ones. I want 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. Sunbae, I said the bucketis too small.”


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


  “You can’t haul anything with less than 0.8 tons of capacity. Do you even know how excavators work?”


  “Why don’t you pick the photo if you’re gonna complain so much?”


  Jaeyoung handed over the mouse, and Sangwoo quickly pulled up an image of his favorite model. After staring at the screen for a moment with intense focus, 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 still fixed on the screen. 


  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.”


  Nodding, Jaeyoung spun his chair around, holding a pen in one hand. He unbuttoned Sangwoo’s left sleeve and rolled it up to his shoulder, then gently placed his fingers on the soft skin right beneath Sangwoo’s armpit. Their arms brushed together. 


  Jaeyoung’s skin was hot, just like the weather outside. Sangwoo suddenly felt his left arm grow unbearably ticklish, as though there were ants crawling up his skin. Unfortunately, he 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, not really, but something about it wakened an intense wanting in Sangwoo. 


  With the same hand holding the pen, Jaeyoung placed the cap on the desk, then rolled his chair forward. Now, they were close enough that their noses nearly touched.


  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 together with occasional curves, their thickness changing as Jaeyoung adjusted the angle of the pen. 


  Each time the psycho 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, staring at him shamelessly. It was a rare opportunity—he wouldn’t be getting another chance anytime soon. 


  An impulsive question rose to his lips. “Is that the pen you used to doodle on my face back when we first had Embedded Systems together?”


  Jaeyoung flinched visibly, 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 on my face.”


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


  Another silence settled as Jaeyoung 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 the psycho loved to half-ass everything, 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 carefully drew his favorite object onto his arm. Just the proximity would’ve been enough to make Sangwoo’s heart race, but when his brain tried to calculate Jaeyoung plus an excavator, the only thing it produced was nonsense. 


  It was probably for the best that he wasn’t intoxicated, like he’d been that other time. If he was, he might’ve thrown all legal and moral considerations aside and just 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 enjoy the rollercoaster ride.


  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.


  “Sunbae.”


  “What?”


  “You’re just like a magician.”


  Sangwoo saw Jaeyoung’s lips curve into a smile, but the stupid brim of the psycho’s hat hid the look in his eyes. He sent the offending item of clothing—and the logo of whatever MLB team was sewn on it—a glare, suddenly irritated by both.


  “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. No! Sangwoo screamed internally, but Jaeyoung calmly flipped the pen to its thicker side to cover up the mistake and redrew the details.


  After a moment, the psycho finally said, “Sorry, no can do. 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 just laughed and put his finishing touches on the excavator. 
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  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 p.m., Yoochoi 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 slightly shameless declaration, considering he wasn’t the one paying for it. Still, after grumbling that he was being “effing annoying,” she still ordered from the restaurant he’d picked out.


  Around forty minutes had passed when Yoochoi glanced at her phone and said, “Hey, the pizza’s here. Choo Sangchoo, go down to the first floor and grab it.”


  “Why should I go?”


  “Because you’re the baby, obviously.”


  “I’m not a baby. I’m an adult.”


  “Let’s not make a big fuss over this, okay?” she said with a dramatic sigh. “The youngest one in the room grabs the food. It’s the rule!”


  “I may be the youngest, but that doesn’t mean I have more energy than anyone else, or that my time is worth any less.”


  “Oh, please. Just go and grab the damn pizza!”


  To Sangwoo, the concept of bending over backward for someone just because they were older than him seemed completely illogical. In that moment, he found Yoochoi reminded him of his older sister—a witch who had an irritating habit of frantically calling for him only to request he turn off a light she was too lazy to flip the switch on herself. 


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


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


  “Smoke break.”


  “You can grab the pizza, then.”


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


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


  Jaeyoung paused right in front of the door. “It’s for the pizza. Don’t order Sangwoo around again, okay?”


  “Huh?”


  Yoona blinked in disbelief, but Jaeyoung had left without waiting for a response. Clicking her tongue, she muttered curses under her breath, grumbling “It’s not like I asked him to go a long fucking way—we’re only on the third floor!” and “That jerk made me look like a bitch just to make himself look good...” Finally, she spun to face Sangwoo. “I bet he acts all nice and cuddly when he’s around you, but don’t be fooled.”


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


  “All that ‘Sangwoo-ya’ this, and ‘Sangwoo-ya’ that… Blech! It’s so cringey, almost like he has a crush on—”


  Yoochoi’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 cig 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 Yoochoi had stepped out—an unusually long time just to pick up some pizza.


  He sat at the desk for another two minutes, staring blankly into space. Finally, the door opened. Yoochoi was the first to return—she simply 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, took a slice, and held it out in offering. 


  It seemed a bit of an unnecessary gesture, but Sangwoo accepted the pizza anyway and took a bite. It was lukewarm. Jaeyoung grabbed a slice for himself as Yoochoi dragged her chair over to join them.


  “Hey, gonna offer me any?”


  “You can grab a slice yourself,” Jaeyoung said without even looking at her.


  “Why’d I even ask...”


  Grumbling, she snatched herself a slice, folded it in half, and stuffed it into her mouth. The room fell silent as they all feasted. It was only after each of them had gotten through a couple of slices that Yoochoi spoke up again. 


  “Can I have your number?”


  Sangwoo glanced at the phone she was holding out to him. The screen was covered in spiderweb-like cracks, and the neon-orange silicone case stood out like a sore thumb.


  “Why?”


  “Just because. I have a feeling I’ll be seeing you around here a lot…and maybe I’ll have to contact you for an emergency.”


  I highly doubt that, Sangwoo thought, but he still typed in his number. Yoochoi called him, then hung up after five seconds.


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


  “Is it physically impossible for you to use my real name?”


  Yoochoi ignored the comment, of course. 


  Sangwoo pulled up his contacts app and began to type in, “Visual Design, Choi Yoochoi,” when his fingers froze. Her name couldn’t actually be Yoochoi, but he was drawing a blank after calling her that for so long.


  “It’s ‘na,’” corrected 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 psycho’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 in being a freeloader, 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.”


  “Where’s Freeloader 1 and 2?”


  “I deleted them a long time ago.”


  Jaeyoung pulled up his contacts list, which was admittedly short. Why the psycho was so obsessed with the phone numbers in a cell that wasn’t even his, Sangwoo couldn’t fathom, but he didn’t say anything—after all, it wasn’t like he was doing any real harm.


  


  Gokmun High, Kim Wonjong


  Gokmun High, Kim Choongho


  Gokmun Middle, Im Sewon


  


  “Friends from your hometown, huh?”


  “Yes.”


  “You guys close?”


  “We just have drinks or game together occasionally.”


  


  Mechanical Engineering Dept. Park Seongjoong-sunbae


  Mechanical Engineering Dept. Im Minho


  Dorak Internet Café Owner


  Freeloader 3


  French Dept. Ryu Jihye


  


  “‘Seongjoong-sunbae’…? Is he really older than you?”


  “Hmm…” Sangwoo trailed off, uncertain.


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


  “Go ahead.”


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


  Sangwoo took a moment to contemplate the name. “I think he purchased a graphics card from me last semester, but I’m not sure. You can erase that one.”




  Apparently Jaeyoung had nothing better to do than reorganize Sangwoo contacts, since he readily took the task upon himself. The problem was, his standards were a little too strict. Sangwoo was fine with deleting 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 since they were in the same class.


  In the end, he ended up confiscating the phone until Jaeyoung promised he wouldn’t try to delete anything without his permission. Once the psycho got it back, he immediately resumed scrolling through the list, only for his finger to pause abruptly.


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


  Sangwoo glanced over at the screen to see the name “Jonghan <3” on the screen. He found himself feeling slightly miffed. Sure, the heart was pretty weird, but calling someone a fucker for no reason 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 just procrastinating.”


  “Tell me who it is!” Jaeyoung finally erupted, his face turning cold. 


  Sangwoo crossed his arms and met the psycho’s glare head-on. Apparently, Jaeyoung had chosen now to finally drop his nice guy act. Honestly, he would really benefit from getting therapy for his anger issues.


  “Hey,” Jaeyoung growled. “You ignoring me? I’ve already asked you twice.”


  Everything about the asshole, from his face to his voice, grated on Sangwoo’s nerves. Still, he deigned to give him an answer.


  “His full name is Choo Jonghan. 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. For a moment, the psycho just stared at him, speechless, then let out a disbelieving laugh. One hand flew to his face, covering his eyes as his expression twisted into something that looked like relief.


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


  In Sangwoo’s defense, he had originally saved his father’s number under “Choo Jonghan” when he first got his phone. But one day, his father had stumbled across his contact information. That night, he’d come home drunk and gathered the entire family to sob and lament about how his household lacked love. He’d hit Sangwoo with plea after plea to change it, and he’d eventually conceded. The result of their negotiations was the current name: “Jonghan <3.”


  Jaeyoung scoffed again. “Come on, you can’t just put a heart behind someone’s name. That looks weird.”


  “I disagree. I wouldn’t have been born without my father.”


  “Get a fucking room!” Yoona shouted abruptly. 


  She stormed out of the studio, slamming the door behind her, but neither man acknowledged her sudden departure. Jaeyoung just continued scrolling through Sangwoo’s contacts, until once again, his finger paused.


  “Choo Sanghui… Is that your older sister?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why doesn’t she get a heart?”


  “Why should she? Siblings are born enemies.”


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


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


  “No. She’s fucking ugly.”


  “You got any pictures of her?”


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


  Snorting, Jaeyoung scrolled through the rest of the contacts until he came to a stop at the very last one: Hwang Geumrye.


  “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—the psycho was now digging through his photo gallery. Most of the images were of whiteboards, but there was a certain...mysterious folder.


  “Wait, is this—”


  “Give it back!” 


  Sangwoo lunged at Jaeyoung, determined to stop him before he could tap on the folder. It wasn’t like it contained anything the psycho 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.


  “Hey, back off, you perv!” Jaeyoung yelped in mock surprise, raising the phone out of Sangwoo’s reach. 


  His only focus on getting his phone back, Sangwoo snatched hold of the psycho’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 struck by lightning, but it was too late—the psycho’s mouth had already curved into a shameless smile. Sangwoo watched as his tongue slowly swept over his lower lip before feeling something hot and primal stir within him. Unfortunately, he was a bit 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 scent of vanilla still lingering on Jaeyoung’s lips this time as well...?


  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 in the psycho’s pants. A part of him braced for Jaeyoung to pull him in by the waist, but he stood still, not making the first move.


  Jaeyoung just sat there, steadily holding his gaze. It was as if he knew exactly how Sangwoo felt—knew exactly how much he wanted to wend his fingers through Jaeyoung’s hair and press their lips together in an aggressive kiss.


  Sangwoo’s heart throbbed painfully, like there was an invisible hand crushing it in its grip. You are a civilized being, he reminded himself. He had once succumbed to his desires and dipped his toes into something primal and vulgar, but 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 task as a proper member of civilization, 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 as a civilized man at the same time. As he turned around swiftly, he heard the psycho mutter, “So close...”


  His resolve left him—he couldn’t 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.


  “Well, someone’s pretty damn patient,” Jaeyoung commented.


  “Yes. I tend to be very patient.”


  “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.
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  As the graphics of Veggie Venturer grew more polished, the excavator Jaeyoung had drawn on Sangwoo’s arm began to fade. 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 fading 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. It wasn’t that the psycho hadn’t kept his word—he truly had stopped trying to pressure Sangwoo into anything outright. But that hadn’t stopped him from flirting in more subtle ways, 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...


  “Your lips are super dry,” Jaeyoung had commented one day. “Want some lip balm?”


  It is 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. It does seem as if some added moisture is required.”


  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 the 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 lip balm to Sangwoo’s 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 stirred a tsunami of sexual desire in Sangwoo. 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 the psycho had unbuckled his seatbelt in the car. Now, as Jaeyoung held the lip balm, Sangwoo felt his muscles clench with a sudden rush of fear and anxiety. It was as if the psycho was holding a knife to his face instead of a tube of moisturizer. 


  A tornado 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? 


  It suddenly got really hot in here, Sangwoo thought dazedly.


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


  The second the psycho pushed his chair back to his desk, Sangwoo took off to the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face. The scent of vanilla lingered on his lips—a smell 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 whatever he was doing, 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. He half expected for Jaeyoung to poke at him teasingly like he usually did, but nothing happened. The seconds ticked by in complete silence. 


  Finally getting to the point where he could open the game engine, Sangwoo shifted his focus to picking up where he’d left off the previous day. After nearly a week of grinding, he was mostly done with the image rendering and movement processing. His plan was to set up all the object collisions 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 Jaeyoung. He forced his eyes away again, but the effort felt futile—it was like his head was swiveling in the psycho’s direction of its own accord. 


  Every single fiber of that asshole is completely, infuriatingly inconsistent, Sangwoo grumbled internally. Just 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 chit-chat. But now, he’d completely swapped personalities. Why?


  “Are you not going to do anything today?” he blurted out.


  It was a weird question, and Sangwoo knew it. But seeing the playful expression that came over Jaeyoung’s face, he still felt a strange sense of satisfaction. The corners of his lips twitched. 


  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 gonna bide my time.”


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


  “Fine. You can say the strategic version.”


  For a moment, the asshole chuckled under his breath. Then he turned to look at Sangwoo, and all hints of mischievousness vanished from his face—the switch was so abrupt he could’ve put all the elementary magicians at the school festival to shame. 


  Letting out a soft sigh, Jaeyoung rubbed at his forehead with his fingertips. “I’m having such a tough time with these edits. You know, I would feel so much better if we took a walk together…”


  What a freaking psycho.


  If Jaeyoung thought Sangwoo would drop everything and go on a walk just because he suggested it, the asshole was mistaken. He had things to do—stuff that was actuallyproductive. 


  Sangwoo turned his attention back to his laptop, but a quiet, disbelieving laugh slipped from his lips. Somehow, that brief exchange with Jaeyoung had left him feeling light and refreshed.


  “Stop talking to me. I’m going back to work.”


  “Uh-huh…”




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


  The slight tension in the air—along with the sight of Jaeyoung’s right hand and the sound of keys clicking over the occasional cough—actually helped Sangwoo concentrate. That was the only positive effect working side by side with the psycho had on him. 


  It was as if the studio were a magical space where time moved faster than usual. In a blink of an eye, he’d worked for two hours, grabbed a drink of water, spent a few minutes making pointless small talk with Jaeyoung, and reviewed his finished work. After putting in another hour and making a quick trip to the restroom, it was somehow already time to head home.


  “You didn’t bother me at all 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 like a cat and glanced at the clock. “S’already ten o’clock, huh? You heading out now?”


  “Yes. It’s time for me to leave.”


  Sangwoo slid his laptop into his backpack, zipped it up, and slung it over one shoulder. But just as he was about to leave, Jaeyoung stopped him.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  Turning his head slightly, he saw Jaeyoung straightening the folded back of his sneakers, as though he was about to head somewhere as well. But where was the psycho planning on going?


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


  “Fine. But why would you?”


  “You want me to be honest 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. The knowledge he was there left him with a strange feeling, one that lingered somewhere between contentment and discomfort.


  Sangwoo’s apartment was exactly 1.2 miles from campus. It took him eight minutes to bike home and nineteen minutes to walk, since the average walking speed was about four miles per hour. 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 told Jaeyoung that he would walk with him.


  “You watch the EPL or NBA?”


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


  “Really? That’s weird. You look like you’re pretty active to me.”


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


  It was strange—despite the idle, useless chatter, Sangwoo didn’t grow irritated—in fact, he could even be described as being mildly cheerful. Even the slightly warm, humid night and the sweat dampening his shirt under his backpack straps wasn’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 just whizzed past them on his bike. 


  “Well, I like to watch and play,” Jaeyoung declared. “Wanna shoot 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. 


  “Well, that was a short walk.”


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


  Jaeyoung came to a stop in the alley in front of Sangwoo’s apartment building once it came into view. Sangwoo, however, kept walking, though his steps grew slower and slower. He wheeled his bike over to the rack and locked it up, deliberately dragging out every single movement. Still, the whole thing felt like it was over in a heartbeat. Now, all he had to do was just head inside, but...instead, he turned around, breaking his usual routine.


  There was Jaeyoung, standing with his hands in his pockets, eyes fixed on Sangwoo. The psycho wasn’t whispering vulgar words in his ear this time or pretending to be asleep, but Sangwoo still felt himself hit by the urge to see the guy up close all over 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, his blood surging through his veins so forcefully it left an uncomfortable pressure in his chest. And right now, that feeling was stronger than ever.


  “Well, someone’s pretty damn patient.”


  Logical, rational, cold—those words described Sangwoo perfectly. 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, resisting every attempt to push them down and growing even stronger.


  Sangwoo’s eyes swept desperately over Jaeyoung’s tall silhouette, bathed in the orange gleam of the streetlight. No matter how much he looked, it wasn’t enough—he wanted more. Just the fact that Jaeyoung was standing so far away 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 been foolish enough to think he’d resisted all of Jaeyoung’s subtle advances, but 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 simple desire—to reduce the distance between them. As he slowly walked toward Jaeyoung, the gears in his head spun. How could he justify what he was about to do? In the end, though, he was forced to admit perhaps it didn’t matter—the desire he felt was so overwhelming that he’d rather let it take the reins like a barbarian instead of fighting it. 


  The fortress Sangwoo had built up inside himself had fallen—not to Jaeyoung, but to the relentless battering of his own impulses. 


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


  The psycho remained silent and motionless, eyes locked on his face. The seriousness in that gaze made Sangwoo’s muscles tense slightly. A wave of anxiety washed over him. It was too much—but just as he opened his mouth to take it all back, Jaeyoung spoke.


  “I know.”


  “Can I…do it?”


  “As much as you want.”


  Nodding, Sangwoo stepped closer to Jaeyoung. It felt like, now that he’d been given permission, something had been unleashed inside him. This time, he was fully sober and willing as he reached out and cupped Jaeyoung’s cheeks 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, I want you to be slow and gentle. That way, you can feel everything. Can you do that?”


  Sangwoo’s immediate reaction was to push the finger away, but he forced himself to stop and nod when he caught the serious note in Jaeyoung’s voice. To his relief, the offending digit was gently removed only moments later.


  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 straight off his head. 


  All of a sudden, Sangwoo’s nostrils were filled with the scent of vanilla lip balm, cigarette smoke, and all the other scents that combined to make Jaeyoung’s. He pressed forward with his tongue, but then paused when he felt Jaeyoung’s hand go still on his back.


  Right. Slow and gentle…


  Sangwoo squeezed his eyes shut, but in reality, he had no idea how to be slow and gentle—he had never felt such a desperate, burning need to kiss someone before.


  “Breathe through your nose,” Jaeyoung whispered in his ear.


  Sangwoo automatically obeyed as Jaeyoung lips softly grazed his own—already damp and slick— and rubbed over them softly. After a soft lick, Jaeyoung took Sangwoo’s upper lip between his own and sucked lightly.


  More, faster… Overcome with impatience, Sangwoo pulled Jaeyoung closer by his neck. But the psycho simply wrapped his arms tighter around his waist and teased the inside of his lips with the tip of his tongue, keeping everything soft and gentle. Sangwoo melted into the tender kiss.


  When Jaeyoung’s tongue finally slipped between his teeth, Sangwoo tried—and failed—to meet it gently. Their tongues tangled together as Jaeyoung’s hand moved upward, along his cheek, to trace the curve of his ear. 


  Sangwoo tensed as those fingers kept moving, brushed over his earlobe and temple before coming 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…so I can feel everything…


  Sangwoo savored the feeling of Jaeyoung’s tongue in the way most people did the taste of a delicious meal. His arms tightened around Jaeyoung’s neck as he was struck by a dizzying wave of pleasure. More, closer, deeper…


  To his delight, Jaeyoung allowed himself to be pulled closer. Gentle… Sangwoo reminded himself.


  Jaeyoung’s tongue slid along his teeth and then pulled 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 gentle grip on Sangwoo’s cheek, then tilted his head to the other side, rubbing their lips together once more. Sangwoo found himself panting again—but this time, it was from pure arousal. He pushed Jaeyoung away, trying to pull himself together, and the psycho slowly backed off.


  “Looks like my gut feeling is pretty damn accurate,” Jaeyoung said with a sly grin. “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.


  “I lost,” Sangwoo muttered.


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


  “Between you and me, it isn’t. But between my own desire and reason...”


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


  It wasn’t exactly the best time for a philosophical debate—not when Sangwoo was still swaying, trying to pull himself together after their passionate kiss. Inside, his craving for more clashed with a desperate urge to run somewhere safe. But above all else, there was fear.


  “I’m going now.”


  “Sure.”


  Jaeyoung bent down to grab Sangwoo’s hat off the ground, then returned it to its rightful place on his head—albeit crookedly.


  “Sleep tight, Sangwoo-ya.”


  “You too, Sunbae.”


  Sangwoo whipped around and headed for the building before his greed for more overtook him.


  


  [image: ]


  


  Nearly as soon as Sangwoo stepped into his apartment, his phone started ringing. “Hello?” he answered, shutting his apartment door behind him. 


  “You get home okay?”


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


  “’Cause I wanted to hear your voice.”


  “Right. You mentioned you like hearing human voices.”


  “I just wanted to hear your voice, actually.”


  A moment of silence ensued.


  “Sunbae.”


  “Yeah?”


  “How can you be so…good?” When Jaeyoung didn’t reply, Sangwoo continued, “Do you have a lot of experience?”


  “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t.”


  “If you don’t have anything to say, I can hang up.”


  “No, don’t. Just…tell me what you did today.”


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


  “That classmate being Jihye?”


  “Yes. After the lecture was over, we ate lunch. I had seolleongtang[1], spicy moon snail salad with noodles, stir-fried seaweed stems, yogurt, radish kimchi, an—”


  “You ate lunch with her?”


  “Yes. Then we went on a wal—”


  “You and Jihye did?”


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


  “Why?”


  “I’m busy that evening.”


  “Why?”


  “Someone has something to tell me.”


  “Sangwoo-ya...”


  “Yes?”


  “You know what we’ve been doing lately?”


  “Developing a game, of course.”


  “Try again.”


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


  “For what?”


  “Do I have to say it out loud?”


  “Yeah.”


  “For…sexual intercourse.”


  “Why do you think I wanna do it with you?”


  “I don’t know. Just because?”


  “All right, then. Can you give me Jihye’s number?”


  “Why?”


  “I just wanna catch up.”


  “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.”


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


  The call disconnected.


  “See you tomorrow, Hyung.”


  


  ― End of Vol. 2


  


  


  


  

    [1] Seolleongtang is a soup that is made by simmering ox bones for hours until the broth turns milky, typically served with radish kimchi.


  




   Episode 55


   


  La dame du mercredi[1]


  Though she was a twenty-one-year-old college girl fond of French Romantic literature, Jihye wasn’t actually that “romantic” of a person. Victor Hugo’s and 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 just taken notes on exactly what kind of men to steer clear of next time: Men who were too full of themselves; men who were overly obsessed with fashion; men who had too many friends; men who used flowery, literary language; men who were too confident in their appearance; 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 among them.


  In that sense, Choo Sangwoo was perfect boyfriend material—he didn’t raise a single red flag. To be honest, he wasn’t theman 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. She’d been heading to her locker sometime in the early morning, 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 Sangwoo had swept in—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, but even after it slipped through her hands and its contents scattered across the sidewalk, 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 just 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 could’ve come from a middle-aged man’s closet. But unfortunately, there’d been no one else around she could turn to for assistance.


  “This is definitely more than thirty kilograms. Even professional deliverymen would charge extra for this.”


  What about those blunt words had grabbed and held her attention, Jihye didn’t know, but done so they had. It was possible he’d simply been trying to say 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 radiate responsibility and reliability to her eyes. Her impression of his outer appearance shifted from dull and mundane, creeping almost into the territory of attractive. 


  She’d gone on to ask him his name, major, year, and even where he lived, and he’d obediently answered all 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 had to stop herself from staring like a creep—there was this...inexplicable allure to his lean, muscular forearms and sweaty forehead.


  She had not 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 just 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 appear 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, he didn’t see her even when they were standing right next to each other. 


  She’d come to the conclusion that maybe he just 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 current style. But none of it had managed to grab Sangwoo’s interest.


  Even then, she’d refused to give up. She’d clung to the belief that, as long as she kept putting in the effort, Sangwoo would come to like her just as much as she did him. 


  When she’d actually managed to secure a date with him to the school festival, her hopes had soared. And they’d actually spent a decent amount of quality time together...before an unexpected rival had shown up. 


  To the Jihye of a few months ago, Jang Jaeyoung had been nothing more than a cool, popular upperclassman. A handsome guy who outshone everyone simply by existing, looked tall and stylish in his waiter uniform at the Italian restaurant he worked at, and was such a stellar actor even rumors he was part of a theater club performance could sell out the whole show. Honestly, he’d seemed closer to a celebrity than a typical college guy—one of her close friends called herself one of his “fans,” like he was some kind of k-pop idol or something. 


  As such, Jihye had never given him much thought. She’d never even imagined that someone like Jaeyoung could become an acquaintance of hers. But Sangwoo had served as a bridge between them, and before she knew it, they’d exchanged names and were sharing meals at the dining hall. 


  Admittedly, 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 cool, popular 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 made a comment like that, Jihye hadn’t thought much of it—she’d just figured Jaeyoung was a lot more quirky 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. 


  She’d started getting a strange feeling in her gut that Jaeyoung was trying to keep her in check—as if he saw her as a romantic rival.


  


  “So you’ve got a crush on 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 light-brown eyes gave nothing away. He was just lounging in his chair, sucking on what appeared to be an iced Americano through a straw, looking incredibly bored. 


  It was only then that her brain registered the monstrous black T-shirt he was wearing—covered in drawings of eyeballs—the studded piercings lining his ears, and the tattoo on his arm. A flicker of trepidation passed through her, but it was quickly overshadowed by a wave of stubbornness.


  “Yeah, I do,” she responded curtly. 


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


  She’d managed to keep up a mask of nonchalance, even in the face of his rude entrance—but now, it finally cracked. Jaeyoung might be trying to make some kind of dumb joke, 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 lifejacket for myself, obviously.”


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


  “You’d let Sangwoo drown, huh?”


  Where did he get off, making her sound like some kind of coldhearted monster? He was the one who’d asked such an idiotic question 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.”


  “Eh. Sounds like you don’t like him enough to die for him. You wouldn’t mind giving up on him then, right?”


  “What the… What kind of conclusion is that?” she demanded. The flow of the conversation felt like it’d slithered entirely out of her grasp. Suddenly feeling a surge of irritation, she snapped, “What about you, then? Would you give Sangwoo-oppa the lifejacket and drown?”


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


  What…am I supposed to say to that? 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 all over her.


  Clenching her fists, she retorted, “To me, it sounds like you have a crush on Sangwoo-oppa.”


  Initially, her intent had been to tread carefully around this topic, since Jaeyoung and Sangwoo were both men. But the way Jaeyoung was coming at her with all the passive-aggressive comments had left her with no other choice. 


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


  “That’s ’cause I do.”


  Jihye instinctively glanced around at the cafe, which was fairly empty, given it was 3 p.m. on a Thursday. It seemed he’d chosen a corner booth 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 you might tell the entire campus about it.”


  There it was again—Jaeyoung’s subtle way of hinting she was a sucky person. But contrary to what he might believe, she wasn’t in the habit of spreading secrets, and she wasn’t stupid enough to start a rumor just because the naggy jerk who happened to like the same guy she had a crush on was male. If she did that, she’d only be shooting herself in her own foot.


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


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


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


  “And that’s relevant to me why...?”


  “You can gossip about me all you want…” 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 sudden flicker of fear. It took her a long moment to snap back to her senses.


  Don’t be a doormat, 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 the whole time, but even 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, trying 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. Since he’s taken, I’ll of course 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 together. If they had been, it would’ve made more sense for Jaeyoung to have Sangwoo tell her to back off instead of talking to her himself.


  “I think I get why I find you so annoying,” Jaeyoung said with a chuckle. “It’s because you’re too fucking smart.” The comment was clearly not meant as a compliment. 


  Jihye forced a laugh, straining until the rigid muscles in her face moved, and straightened her spine. Though sweat was pooling in her palms, she discreetly dried them against her jeans. She didn’t want to appear meek.


  After a brief silence, Jaeyoung spoke again.


  “We’re not dating. I just have a crush on him.” 


  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 just meant they were rivals—nothing more, nothing less.


  “If we’re both in the same position, why should I be the one to give up on Sangwoo-oppa?”


  “No, no… You’ve got it all wrong.”


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


  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 of 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.


  After a pause, Jaeyoung muttered, “It almost sounds like you think we’re competing for Sangwoo. But there’s no chance in hell.”


  “Then what exactly are we doing?” 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 through the trouble of getting her number and asking her to meet him at a cafe?


  Leaning against the backrest of his seat, Jaeyoung smirked. “Sorry, but I don’t see you as a threat—not 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 him, no one else.”


  It was strange, really—Jaeyoung shifted from arrogant to mischievous to cold and sharp in the blink of an eye. Jihye watched him silently, waiting for him to speak again.


  “I bet you were planning to tell him how you feel after dinner tomorrow. Fine. Let’s say you actually ask him to be your boyfriend. What do you think he’s gonna say?” Without waiting for her response, 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 more simple. Something like…‘I don’t have any time to waste on relationships.’”


  Jaeyoung snapped back to himself after his brief method acting, cutting the moment of humor short. As Jihye stared at him—her unexpected rival—she felt a sinking sensation in her stomach. It was like he’d plucked the words straight from Sangwoo’s brain. The words felt so accurate as to what he’d actually say that she felt the sting of rejection even though she hadn’t asked him out yet.


  


  


  


  

    [1] The Lady of Wednesday


  




  Jihye was a pragmatic person. She’d already braced herself for the possibility of rejection—she had no secret hope that Sangwoo would actually 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.


  She took a deep breath. “I understand. 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 silently, then said, “Because you’re pissing me off.”


  His tone was so nonchalant and flippant that it took a moment for Jihye to process what he’d just said. But when she did, something became painfully obvious: Jaeyoung truly didn’t see her as an equal—in any sense of the word.


  “I guess you could say…I’ve been a bit on edge lately. The thought of Sangwoo going to class, talking, eating, even just walking around 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 of the ones where the mother is so obsessed with her son that she torments her daughter-in-law, or the husband is so controlling he demands his wife not have any friends. 


  How anyone could see Jaeyoung as the laid-back, chill type, she didn’t know.


  “And now you wanna ask him out? Of course, I know he’ll just reject you, but I don’t even want Sangwoo to be in that kind of situation. Do you get what I’m saying?”


  Jihye could comprehend the words just fine, but understand them? Not really. If Jaeyoung was so confident he could pull Sangwoo, why was he acting this jealous toward someone he thought didn’t even 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 the emotionless, robotic, completely clueless Sangwoo seemed utterly bizarre. 


  Honestly, what’s his problem?


  She could sense there was something else—something 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 just existed for the sake of the plot, nothing more. After all, she’d never experienced that kind of passion herself. 


  But now, watching Jaeyoung bristle and growl over her sharing a simple lunch and walk with his crush, Jihye caught a glimpse of an emotion that was entirely foreign to her.


  Oh my God… I think he’s actually in love with him. 


  A crushing sense of defeat fell over her. But at the same time, the gears in her head started turning. Finally, she began to grasp the situation she’d found herself in.


  “But I cannot bring myself to sit next to that assho— That man, because I dislike him so much.”


  “It’s about...him. J-Jang…Jaeyoung-sunbae. It looks like he has a…girlfriend.”


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


  Abruptly, she felt like an idiot. 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 all featured Jaeyoung in some way. 


  Maybe it’s not a one-sided crush after all, she thought, heart deflating like a punctured balloon. Everything was starting to make sense, including why Sangwoo had never seemed interested in her. Honestly, if she found out they were dating already and Jaeyoung was just lying to her for Sangwoo’s sake, she wouldn’t even be surprised. 


  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. “I just have a few more things to say, then I’m gone.”


  Nodding, Jihye brushed her hair back and straightened up to meet his eyes. He appeared just as emotionless as he had when she first saw him sitting in the cafe.


  “I get it,” Jaeyoung added. “He’s smart, cute, follows the law to the T, has a pretty neck, and he’ll definitely become a high roller once he graduates.”


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


  But he didn’t seem to care. He just continued, tone impassive, “I don’t have the right to make you give up on him. Do whatever you want. Stick around, give up...doesn’t matter to me.”


  Jihye scoffed in disbelief and confusion. Here he was, acting like she had all the free will in the world, when the entire beginning of their conversation had been him threatening her to back off. 


  “But if you decide to stick around,” Jaeyoung smiled and added, ignoring her wordless stare, “you’ll be dealing with me, someone who actually has a shot with Sangwoo. Personally, I’m excited to see just how dirty of a fight it’ll be.”


  Yeah… I figured this would happen. Jihye let out a dry chuckle, feeling the fight drain right out of her. She’d walked into the cafe thinking she’d confidently say her piece and leave Jaeyoung stunned and speechless. But in the end, he’d been the one to leave her dazed and defeated. 


  Mustering the last bit of energy 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 don’t remember hearing you clarify.”


  “Well, I’m done with all that anyway. It’s time to swap to a carrot instead of a stick.”


  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? she wondered incredulously as she opened the envelope. No, there’s no way… 


  Indeed, it turned out there was only a thick stack of papers inside. Each piece featured a photo of a man, accompanied by a short description. Frowning, Jihye flipped through them, man after man after man—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. You can go on a date with any of them, no restrictions. If none of them work out, I’ll make you a new list that’s just as long.”


  “Holy… How many guys are in this thing?”


  “Fifty.”


  “Erik Svensson? 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.”


  “I don’t… What… How would that even be possible?” 


  Bursting out laughing at the absurdity of the situation, Jihye flipped to the very last sheet of paper. She chuckled in resignation when she saw a familiar face.


  


  Park Hyeongjin


  

    	21 years old


    	6 feet tall


    	Philosophy major at Hanguk University


    	President of the theater club and aspiring actor


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


  


  


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


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


  “Of course I recognized him! 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. Part of her couldn’t help but disapprove of how old the guy looked despite being the same age as her, but she had to admit, she liked that he was a philosophy major.


  “Wanna start with Hyeongjin, then?”


  “Hey, I didn’t even say anything!”


  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 knew she’d folded when faced with his “carrot” and “stick,” but she wasn’t about to confirm that for him so easily.


  “All right, then. I’ll consider giving up on Sangwoo-oppa.”


  “Glad we’re on the same page.”


  “Don’t get too excited. I’m not saying that because your threats or persuasion worked on me. It’s just that, unlike you, I’m not so obsessed with Sangwoo-oppa 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 just laughed, as if to say, Whatever helps you sleep at night. 


  “Still…” Jihye hesitated for a moment. “I wanna stay friends with him.”


  “No. Did you already forget everything I said?” Jaeyoung responded immediately.


  “Why not?!” she demanded, voice raising as her temper flared up again. “You know 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 just so he doesn’t look at me like I’ve short-circuited or something when I answer wrong?”


  “Yeah, yeah, tell me about it.”


  “I swear, it’s not just a crush. I genuinely enjoy being around Sangwoo-oppa. I want to stay friends!”


  “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. “Why do you keep calling him ‘oppa’? It’s not like he’s your older brother. He’s an upperclassman, and yet you’re always calling him by a vegetable nickname. The disrespect is staggering.”


  “Sangchoo-oppa said I could!”


  “Well, I’m saying you can’t.”


  “What else am I supposed to call him?”


  “Just don’t say his name at all. If you absolutely have to, you can refer to him as ‘Mr. Choo.’ Like this: ‘Oi, Mr. Choo!’”


  The first sentence was enough to make her sigh, but the following two morphed the sound into a scoff. She couldn’t even tell if Jaeyoung was being serious—he was laughing too. Am I dreaming? she wondered blankly, caught between a strange blend of gloominess and an inexplicable urge to laugh. 


  “Does Sangchoo-op— I mean, M-Mr. Ch…Choo-sunbae… Does he know this is what you’re actually like?”


  “Pretty sure he thinks I’m an angel who’s really fucking good at graphic design.”


  “I think Choo-sunbae is too good for you.”


  “If only you knew how much shit 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, gotta go. Let me know when you’re ready for your first date.”


  “Fine.”


  “Don’t call me unless absolutely necessary. Sangwoo might think there’s something fishy going on.”


  “Just leave!” Jihye yelled, exasperated.


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


  And with that last comment, Jaeyoung finally made his exit. 


  For a long moment, Jihye blankly stared at the empty seat across from her, feeling like she had just sat through a hurricane. Then another chuckle of disbelief slipped past her lips. Well…I guess that’s the end of that. 


  She’d made the wise decision—there was no point in taking part in a competition she couldn’t win. But even as she tried to comfort herself with that reality, Jihye couldn’t help but feel disappointed.


  Ultimately, all her efforts had gone to waste. She’d probably looked like an idiot.


  When had been the last time she truly, passionately, pursued something? Jihye couldn’t remember. To go beyond that, to love someone as deeply as a character in one of her movies or novels... What must that feel like?


  Her mind swirled with thoughts, thoughts, and more thoughts…but as always, at her core, she remained deeply and painfully realistic.


  She was fine with that, though. After all, it was the twenty-first century. 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, Sangwoo would be too distracted by his new boyfriend when finals came along, and she’d finally be able to get a higher grade than him. Her pride still stung from him beating her by eight whole points on the midterm, even after she’d studied for many hours.


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


  “And why does the weather have to be so freaking nice?!”


  Just like that, Jihye the Pragmatist’s fourth relationship ended before it even began. And in her head, a new red flag got added to her list: men who attracted handsome rivals.




  <1000>


  [French Major Ryu Jihye: I’m sorry, Sunbaenim. I can’t make it to dinner. Something urgent came up.] 10:37 p.m.


  [Me: Ok.] 11:49 p.m.


  


  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 just two months ago. They would expire two days from now, on Sunday. 


  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 after he’d gotten extremely inebriated, buying her a bowl of udon in exchange for the device—which was worth 130,000 won—didn’t seem like a fair exchange. But 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 to someone, then.


  Sangwoo quickly cross-referenced his usual Friday route to the studio with the individuals he maintained amicable relations with. He came up with exactly two potential buyers for the tickets—Choi Yoona and Jaeyoung. The idea of selling the tickets to Yoona sounded much more appealing than essentially returning them to Jaeyoung—especially since he’d gotten them during one of their big arguments. 


  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. Like…I’ll buy a ticket for you. Just you.”


  “Wanna watch a movie with me?”


  “Are you fucking serious? You skipped class just because I asked you to watch a goddamn 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 cafe with a laptop that didn’t even have a RAM card, the day Jaeyoung had first triggered a flicker of sexual attraction inside him, and the day Jaeyoung had cussed him out 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 his 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.
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  “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 actually had a logical point. Instead, he just set up his laptop and mouse and took his usual seat. 


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


  “I had something to discuss with her, but that will not be possible, given she is absent.”


  “What did you wanna discuss with her?”


  “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.


  “The item for sale is 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 just hurriedly continued to speak, hoping he could divert the conversation before Jaeyoung could cuss, become irritated, or otherwise fail to regulate his emotions.


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


  “Of fucking course not.”


  “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 burning through 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 guys, you know.”


  At this, Sangwoo simply glared at his laptop screen. When he’d made that comment, he’d meant every word—and his thoughts hadn’t exactly changed since then. The issue was, he no longer had a solid reason to stand by them.


  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?”


  “What kind of comparison…” 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. But before he got too far, Jaeyoung burst out, “We can watch a movie at the theater in Jeongryun-dong. I’ll pick you up at 10 p.m. tomorrow at the internet cafe.”


  Sangwoo froze right before entering 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 just heard something deeply irritating, or…


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


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


  The secondhand marketplace soon vanished from the screen of his phone, quickly replaced by 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. Superman Revives, The Spy’s Little Sister, Pyu-Pyu and Kyu-Kyu, and 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 just like the title. Sounds sexy.”


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


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


  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 will be seeing Superman Revives at International Cinema in Jeongryun-dong, 10:35 p.m., theater room 5, seats L13 and L14.”


  “Thanks, Siri,” Jaeyoung responded sarcastically.


  That was when it hit Sangwoo: not only had he kissed a man—he was now going to watch a movie with one too.


  


  [image: ]


  


  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 the clothing Jaeyoung was wearing—light gray slacks and a white button-down shirt. He’d never seen him in the outfit before.


  In addition, Jaeyoung’s usual piercings and glasses were gone, replaced by a watch and a leather bracelet visible under 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 an outfit. His gaze drifted down to his black sneakers, worn jeans, and navy plaid shirt. 


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


  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. Please just get in the car.”


  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.


  “Where are your glasses?” he asked shakily.


  “Didn’t bring them.”


  “I can drive, then. It should be simple enough to get temporary insurance issued.”


  “Nope.”


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


  “So?” Jaeyoung asked, swiftly walking around the car and getting in the driver’s seat. “I’m driving.”


  Feeling even more cranky now, Sangwoo glared at him for a moment, then glanced at his watch. It read 10:12 p.m., which meant they were dangerously close to being late. The movie started in thirty-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 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 just reversing the car. But Sangwoo’s gaze involuntarily traveled to his collarbone, visible through the two undone 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.


  “You can’t even tell when I’m actually trying something, but now...” Jaeyoung muttered grumpily under his breath, sulkily shifting his gaze back out the windshield. 


  The statement left Sangwoo completely mystified. No matter what angle he examined it from, he just didn’t get it. 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 try to continue the conversation, still worried about the possibility of a terrible accident.


  


  The parking lot Jaeyoung drove to wasn’t the one attached to the theater—it was much further away, and not even free. But when Sangwoo pointed out this issue, Jaeyoung simply ignored him. 


  At this point, there were only eleven minutes remaining until the movie began, and 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 number are we headed to?”


  “Five.”


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


  “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 a handful into his mouth, forcing him to chew and swallow. When he tried to voice his frustrations again, he was silenced once again with the same method. 


  By the time Sangwoo finished chewing on the second mouthful, they had arrived at theater room 5.




  “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.


  Apparently, Jaeyoung had become a mind reader—the moment he realized he was thirsty, Jaeyoung offered him the large cup of soda. 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 stretching and shrinking as the movie began to unfold. For some reason, Sangwoo found himself feeling thirsty, despite having just had a drink of soda. His eyes had begun to sting too—a biological consequence of not blinking for too long.


  Their gazes remained locked, eyes unwavering. But 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 leaned in for a kiss.


  Or he tried to, at least. Before he made it very far, 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 he 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 Jaeyoung without any valid excuse. 


  Overcome with embarrassment, Sangwoo covered his eyes with one of his hands. He’d missed the entire beginning of the movie by the time he managed to convince himself to remove it. 


  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 movie 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 understood 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 the 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 still 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 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 remaining of the movie—but judging from the hand movements alone, there was clearly something wrong with the man.


  Once the movie concluded, they exited theater 5 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. Now that the time was well past one in the morning, the sky had gone pitch-black and the streets were washed in gray. The area surrounding the theater, which had been bustling and crowded before they entered, was now completely empty. 


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


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


  “Would you classify Superman 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 does he shave his beard? 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 could not.”


  “Uhhh…”


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


  The only scene that Sangwoo had truly been able to connect with emotionally was the one where Superman—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 even 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 diabolus ex machina of this franchise.”


  “Diabolus ex machina...?”


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


  “Hm… Interesting.”


  “That’s just how this genre of movies 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 saves the day, 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. All of a sudden, Jaeyoung seemed more intelligent than ever before. 


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


  “Damn, how dumb do you think I am?”


  The Jaeyoung Sangwoo had in his head was a deadbeat, sadist piece of trash—a psycho. 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 rim 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 black-brown hair.


  “Well, did you like it or not?”


  “Like what, exactly?”


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


  “Hmm…” Sangwoo considered this for a moment. “I’m not sure. It was a strange movie.” 


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


  “What about you, Sunbae?”


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


  “Which part did you enjoy?”


  “Dunno.”


  “How can you not know?”


  “’Cause I was too busy staring at your face to watch any of it.”


  Jaeyoung’s words simultaneously struck Sangwoo speechless and rendered him unable to take another step. Jaeyoung just kept walking away like he’d said nothing important, but Sangwoo remained rooted to the spot, glaring at his back. His heart was pounding, pumping both excitement and irritation 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. But 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, old timer,” Jaeyoung responded apathetically. 


  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 irritated by the crowds of people bustling around the area. But now, he felt a strange fluttering in his stomach—maybe because there wasn’t a single soul in sight.


  For a long time, he and Jaeyoung walked 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 an inch. It was like the relentless, teasing dance it had put him through in the theater had been just 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 finally glanced at his watch, only to realize it was almost two in the morning. But his mind was crystal clear, despite it being a couple of hours past his usual bedtime.


  I thought Jaeyoung said this was a shortcut...


  Every one of Sangwoo’s nerves pulled taut as he focused all 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 wrinkles formed in his pants.


  “Jaeyoung-sunbae,” 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.”


  Within Sangwoo’s chest, there was a storm brewing. His desire felt like a roaring tiger 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.


  Clenching 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—all he knew was that, 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, eventually permeating every corner of his body.


  “Sunbae.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Nothing.”


  However, the beast inside Sangwoo still wasn’t satisfied—now, 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.


  “Sunbae.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Just... It’s really nothing.”


  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 his mind kept replaying images of it dripping all over the ground, like someone had wrung out a wet rag. 


  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 just couldn’t understand it. 


  “What’s gotten into you today?” Jaeyoung teased. “You usually just say whatever the hell you want, but now you’re all 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 broke the link 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 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.


  “Sunbae.”


  “Yeah? Come on, spit it out.”


  He makes it sound so easy, Sangwoo grumbled inwardly, but he knew he was being 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 stayed silent.


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


  “Sunbae.”


  “What?”


  “Nothing.”


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




  The silence in the car on the way back to Sangwoo’s apartment was so awkward it became suffocating. Jaeyoung just stared straight ahead the whole way, offering none of his usual jokes or pointless remarks. As for what expression he was wearing, Sangwoo had no idea—he couldn’t bring himself to look Jaeyoung’s 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. But though the words themselves were teasing, his voice didn’t hold any hint of laughter.


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


  Through stiff lips, 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 Jaeyoung’s 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 still full of chaotic, racing thoughts, his movements were exceedingly gentle when he finally pressed his lips to Jaeyoung’s. Internally, he urged himself to go slow as he sucked and licked at Jaeyoung’s upper lip, savoring the sensation of the delicate flesh just inside. 


  At the same time, he reached up to gently 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 the nose.


  The kiss deepened as he tilted his head to the side, then ventured in further to tangle their tongues 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 against skin, the heat from their bodies blending together.


  Jaeyoung spent a long time stroking his hands over 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 all 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 flushed deeper than he’d ever seen before.


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


  “Yes.” Sangwoo took a quick glance at his watch—the kiss 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. Not that that was a surprise—Jaeyoung never tried to hide what he wanted.


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


  But just 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 few more minutes. 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 fully 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. But maybe, this time…


  “Hyung,” he blurted out, 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 ragged.


  “I want to have sex with you, Hyung.”


  A sudden silence settled over 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 before. Still, he felt calm, eerily so. He knew exactly what he wanted, and just 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 three thirty-three.”


  Sangwoo nodded and slipped out of the car.


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


  A series of thundering knocks rained on Sangwoo’s apartment door the moment the minute hand of his clock struck thirty-three—Jaeyoung had arrived exactly on time, not even a second late. Even Sangwoo found himself taken back by his sheer 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 burning with a firestorm of determination... 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 now 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 just 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 buried him in kisses from forehead to chin before he had the chance. The kisses came in a flurry, disorganized and a little too wild, making Sangwoo tense up. Still, he found 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 up 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—he still found himself paralyzed with fear.


  “Uh, Sunbae…?”


  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. 


  By now, Sangwoo’s brain had begun to struggle to keep up with all of what Jaeyoung was doing—his movements felt impossible to follow. In fact, by the time Sangwoo caught on that Jaeyoung had leaned away slightly to tug at his 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 just engaged in hadn’t been enough for him.


  Despite having kissed Jaeyoung multiple times now, 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. He toppled backward with all 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 wouldn’t be partaking in sexual intercourse after all. Just laying half naked under the bright ceiling light was a shameful enough experience. But he’d already endured so much discomfort...too much to back out of things now. 


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


  But then he suddenly noticed that Jaeyoung’s persistent, exploring touch had stopped. 


  Sangwoo slowly opened his eyes to narrow slits, but immediately found himself caught in Jaeyoung’s gaze. It was dazed and unfocused, just as 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 just a few minutes ago.”


  “It’s because I’m nervous.”


  “Well, are you ready?”


  “You could have asked me that earlier.”


  “Oh, my bad. I was just 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 even did an enem—”


  Jaeyoung clapped a hand over his mouth.


  “Shh... You’re not supposed to explain all 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 all 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 all 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 about all your science-y shit. 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 his nipples. It was a part of his body Sangwoo 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.


  “Mnn…” Sangwoo moaned instinctively.


   The strange sound felt completely foreign in his mouth, and he reached up to cover his lips with one hand. But 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, but even so, a ravenous need was taking over him, making his mouth water. And as his arousal grew, that need only got stronger. 


  I need more… Just do something, please…!




  Making out and exploring each other’s bodies was old hat to Sangwoo 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 only 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 just 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, driving 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. 


  But he didn’t even wait for Jaeyoung to move. Reaching out, he yanked the asshole’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 just staring at each other now, not moving an inch, but he was panting as hard as if he’d just done a full round of sprints. And 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, after all, 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 even served in the military, for crying out loud. 


  But even 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 seeping 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. He stripped his pants off next, chucking them aside before climbing back onto the bed in nothing but boxer briefs. 


  Sangwoo watched, blinking slowly. Though he parted his lips, he never ended up saying anything. 


  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 asshole 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 wrapped and began to roll it over his reproductive organ, Sangwoo looked away. Why should he watch when he knew exactly what would happen next?


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


  “Yep.”


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


  “If you’re sooo worried, do it yourself.”


  Jaeyoung ripped open another condom and tucked it into Sangwoo’s fingers this time. His mouth went dry as he watched Jaeyoung squeeze some lube onto it. Beneath him, his legs tensed up involuntarily.


  Nervous, Sangwoo began to gnaw at his lower lip. But Jaeyoung didn’t even seem to notice—he was too busy stripping him naked. Even as he pulled off Sangwoo’s boxers with one hand, he was balancing himself over Sangwoo’s body with the other. 


  As for the kiss that followed, Sangwoo 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. But 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-ya,” 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 down below 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 probably spreading his fingers apart now.


  “This is supposed to prevent pain, you know,” Jaeyoung replied, sounding very composed for someone who had his fingers inside another person’s anus.


  “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 just listened to the wet, squelching noises coming from his entrance. At some point, Jaeyoung twisted his hand slightly and pressed on something inside him, but besides a strange flash of sensation, the feeling disappeared just 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 that had 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 traveled down his spine, and he frantically tried to push Jaeyoung away. But his efforts were in vain—Jaeyoung simply pulled him closer.


  “Just give me one moment!” Sangwoo said harshly, stopping Jaeyoung in his tracks. “I need to check the level of dilation.”


  “Jesus… Did you have to say that when we’re right 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 even a trace of humor on Jaeyoung’s face, letting Sangwoo know that he wasn’t the only one nervous here. Still, 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 still, his breath caught in his throat. His heart was pounding, and he couldn’t even think straight. All 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. 


  Suddenly, 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 fuck?” Sangwoo snapped, his voice just 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.


  Just then, 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 fucking hurts.”


  “Hurts? Think about this logically. Who do you think is in more pain?”


  “Doesn’t change the fact that…it hurts…”


  “Ugh!” Sangwoo grunted, feeling a strange desire to burst out crying. “Just be quick. That way, this can all be over.”


  “Fuck… How am I supposed...to do that? Take a look. It’s not even…one 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 just shook his head and wrapped his arms around Sangwoo’s neck to pull them even closer together. “No. Not happening.”


  “Just...take it out! Now!”


  “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.


  “Yeah. So prove me wrong.”


  He’s actually out of his mind, Sangwoo thought, scoffing in disbelief. But Jaeyoung truly appeared to be dead serious. 


  Why he had to recite the digits of pi while another man’s penis was up his ass, Sangwoo didn’t know. But 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—just a hundred and twenty seconds, and the suffering would end. Closing his eyes, he continued to recite the numbers.


  “535897— Nngh!”


  Jaeyoung, who’d just thrust forward without warning, stopped in place as soon as Sangwoo’s counting cut off. 


  “What?” he asked, giving Sangwoo an innocent look as he glared at him. “What’s wrong? Keep going.”


  “932…38… Ah!”


  “Please, continue.”


  “4...6… W-Wait, I think I forgo— Wait!”


  “You forgot, Sangwoo-ya? 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 clenched them shut.


  “It hurts. It hurts!” he whimpered, flailing and hitting Jaeyoung’s shoulders with loose fists. 


  But Jaeyoung just kept pushing. “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.”


  “Damn it… Just give me a moment, will you?” Jaeyoung shot him a glare. 


  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 down below—unnaturally full, so much so that he felt like something was going to rip or pop. Trying to suppress a moan, 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. But of course he wasn’t—they were both men, after all.


  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, just stared 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, Hyung,” 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 seemed that finally, Sangwoo had accomplished 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 pseudo-intercourse instead,” he proposed. “We did that last time too, remember?”


  “Huh? No way. I’m just getting 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 shouted, his face flushing red. “You think I have bad technique?!” 


  Sangwoo chose not to answer, and after a moment, Jaeyoung released a small, deflated sigh. 


  “It’s because you... You were so tight! And you have no right being so fucking hot…”


  “Well, let’s think this through. The tightness of my anus will not change, and neither will my perceived attractiveness.”


  Scoffing slightly, Jaeyoung locked gazes with Sangwoo, his eyes crinkling as he started to regain his composure. “True,” he admitted, a hint of arrogance seeping into his voice, “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 wide-open, pinched the tip, and rolled it on. He leaned closer and closer to Sangwoo, only stopping once their faces were nearly touching.


  “Just give me one more chance,” he whispered. “It’ll only take five minutes.”


  Sangwoo knew he had to turn him down, but...seeing the seriousness in Jaeyoung’s face, he just couldn’t. 


  “Fine. But I’m not giving you a second longer.”


  Sangwoo flopped back down onto the mattress with a sigh, deciding to indulge Jaeyoung. In all honesty, he felt more resigned than anything else—the whole thing had turned out to be a giant mess anyway, and not much would change if the experience went on for five more minutes.


  The sound of lube being squeezed out was followed by Jaeyoung pulling him in closer again. But when Jaeyoung finished maneuvering his unresisting body into place, Sangwoo realized he’d been left on all fours. It seemed things were going to be a bit different this time.


  “Sunbae…?”


  Feeling a flicker of unease, Sangwoo glanced back at Jaeyoung, who didn’t give him a response—instead, he grabbed Sangwoo’s hips from behind and pushed his penis inside him in a painstakingly slow movement. 


  The time for Sangwoo to grit his teeth and bear his discomfort had arrived once again. But as he began counting down from three hundred, 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 all the way in, knowing things were going to get significantly worse from there…but in the end, 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 animallike 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, 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-Aah!”


  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. 220… 219… 218…


  “Nnngh!”


  “How’s the countdown going, Sangwoo-ya?”


  “I-It’s going just fine. I’m at…215 now… Mnnn...”


  Jaeyoung tightened his arm around Sangwoo’s waist and thrust in harder, as if he’d finally found what he was looking for. 


  As the tip of Jaeyoung’s penis rubbed against the exact same spot as before, Sangwoo’s fingers curled involuntarily, crumpling the sheets. It was obvious what that jerk 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 through his unwilling lips. 


  Jaeyoung’s newly sharp, focused thrusts were completely different from the languid exploration Sangwoo had been subjected to earlier. The pleasure mounting inside him 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.


  “Aah… 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! Just wait…”


  “What? What’s wrong?”


  “Go s-slower... No, faster…”


  Even Sangwoo could tell he wasn’t making any sense. All he could do was 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 havoc within him. The pull between resistance and surrender left him confused and breathless.


  Leaning his chin against Sangwoo’s shoulder, Jaeyoung pressed their bodies even closer together. His hand lingered on Sangwoo’s chest and neck for a moment, then traveled up his cheek to 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, he slammed into his target over and over. At first, Sangwoo counted one thrust per second, but they soon quickened even further, gaining such speed that he could no longer keep track.


  “Nngh… Aah… Hnnngh!”


  Sangwoo focused all his attention 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 only made it more intense when Jaeyoung suddenly bit down on his earlobe and thrust all the way inside him.


  “A-Aah!”


  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, one side of his body slumped against the mattress. 


  Almost immediately, Jaeyoung’s weight became an added burden. Embracing Sangwoo’s torso with both arms, he whispered in his ear, “What’s wrong? Want me to stop?”


  Still 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 didn’t want Jaeyoung to stop. Gritting his teeth, he chanted to himself, Faster, harder!


  Unsurprisingly, when Jaeyoung suddenly stopped thrusting, Sangwoo whipped his head around angrily—he’d gotten used to the repetitive 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 him over so he was lying on his back.


  Once he got Sangwoo in 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 Jaeyoung’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, clenching 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 was like a sneeze stuck in the back of his nose, swelling unbearably with no release. The sheer impatience and frustration made Sangwoo reach down and stroke his penis frantically, hoping he could find some kind of release. It felt so sensitive that even the slightest touch made his body tremble. 


  Just a bit more, and he could reach a state of bliss… Sangwoo just knew it.


  But then Jaeyoung suddenly snatched his hand away. Stubbornly lacing the fingers of both their hands together, he quickly pinned Sangwoo to the bed. 


  “L-Let go of me! Nngh…!”


  Sangwoo struggled with all his might, but all his attempts to escape were easily suppressed by Jaeyoung’s heavy body holding him down. Staring wordlessly into Sangwoo’s eyes, he just continued thrusting, seemingly determined to hit the strange, sensitive spot that drove Sangwoo wild 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!”


  “Hey,” Jaeyoung panted, his heated breath escaping him in short, ragged huffs. “if you...keep cursing...I’m gonna stop. That’s really not...very polite.”


  Now that his hands were pinned, 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 just run a marathon, his lungs expanding painfully. Squeezing Jaeyoung’s hands like they were his lifeline, he bit down on Jaeyoung’s shoulder.


  “Fucking hell...” Jaeyoung murmured between moans and ragged breaths. “You’re really killing me here.” 


  Hypocrite, Sangwoo thought silently. What happened to no cursing? You didn’t even make it thirty seconds.


  Unaware of the avenue Sangwoo’s mind had gone down, Jaeyoung leaned forward and pressed several kisses to his neck, breath coming in helpless pants.


  “Sangwoo-ya... How many years...do you get for…driving someone crazy?”


  “A-Aah… Unngh!”


  “Come on, tell me,” he commanded under his breath, groans slipping through his clenched teeth. “How much do they charge you for doing that shit, huh…?” 


  Not waiting for an answer, Jaeyoung released Sangwoo’s wrists at last—only to grip hold of his 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 much pleasure from being penetrated by another man’s cock. But in that moment, none of it mattered to Sangwoo. He just wanted all the feelings surging within him to finally reach resolution. 


  “I-I don’t know what you’re—”


  “I’m saying, you look sexy as hell,” Jaeyoung whispered, giving him another hard thrust. “It’s driving me nuts.”


  Almost simultaneously, Sangwoo reached his climax.


  The pleasure that erupted inside him was beyond description. Sangwoo’s eyes squeezed shut as the sweet release he’d been aching for for so long finally fell into his hands. 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 Sangwoo was too exhausted to even 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? Still gasping for breath, Sangwoo stared at his own fingertips—tingly and slightly wrinkled from all the 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 a.m. 


  Must be broken, he thought idly to himself as his eyes drifted back to Jaeyoung’s penis. Something had to be wrong with his vision—everything looked hazy. But he could still see well enough to tell that, unlike his own sexual organ, Jaeyoung’s was still hard and erect. 


  A moment passed, and then a faint irritation bubbled up as he registered how dirty he felt. Still, he was so thoroughly relaxed he couldn’t even lift a finger, let alone make it to the bathroom.


  “Tired, huh? Let’s just change the sheets and sleep.”


  Sangwoo blinked lazily. Jaeyoung was in front of him, holding spare sheets Sangwoo himself had once folded into a perfect square. 


  Instead of trying to get up, Sangwoo wordlessly spread his arms, prompting Jaeyoung to crawl onto the bed and recline next to him. After reaching up and pulling him in closer by his neck, Sangwoo let his eyes drift shut. 


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  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 by the time Jaeyoung muttered his next words under his breath.


  “Seriously, you pervert?”




  Yellow


  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 now was a man—Sangwoo, no less. 


  Leaning his head against his arm, Jaeyoung peered closely at Sangwoo’s sleeping face. He knew well just 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 aslumber. In contrast, 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—even the sunlight streaming through the windows, dancing on Sangwoo’s dark hair and eyebrows. Caught up in the mood, Jaeyoung wrapped his arms around him.


  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. “Morning, sunshine.”


  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. 


  Fuck, he’s so goddamn sexy, Jaeyoung thought, watching as Sangwoo brought a hand to his forehead—mostly because the movement exposed a whole swathe of his bare skin along the way. 


  “Yes... Morning,” Sangwoo replied after a pause, like his brain had only just finished computing Jaeyoung’s previous 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 the time for the main event finally came. Ideally, he’d wanted Sangwoo to walk away thinking of him as a gentleman with impeccable sexual technique—and that climbing in bed with him had been both deeply satisfying and, above all, worth his time.


  But when he’d been forced to wait 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 been filled with smutty 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 hadn’t even been able to manage a proper rhythm. 


  Maybe it was because it was his first time? Jaeyoung mused. Or his...small “diameter”...?


  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 events of the night before continuing to play on repeat in his head. It wasn’t long before he felt himself getting hard under the blanket—but maybe that was only natural? Unlike animals, who went into heat at regular intervals, he was pretty sure humans were built to be horny 24-7. 


  Jaeyoung laid there for a long moment, mind spinning, before he finally sprung 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—wasn’t really good at it either—he just didn’t want Sangwoo to have to be the one to do it.


  Jaeyoung had finished tidying up and was just gulping down some cold water when Sangwoo finally emerged from the bathroom. He’d only been in his boxers when he trudged away, but now Sangwoo was fully dressed, though his hair was damp. He’d clearly taken a shower—but now that Jaeyoung thought about it, it’d been a helluva long one.


  “You just rubbed one out, didn’t you?” Jaeyoung accused teasingly.


  But then Sangwoo stayed silent, his face suddenly going stiff. It almost seemed like...he actually had.


  Deciding not to press him further, Jaeyoung handed Sangwoo a cup of water, which he drank immediately.


  Directing a careful, wary gaze at Jaeyoung, Sangwoo asked slowly, “Aren’t you…leaving?”


  “Yeah, I gotta get going soon.” A quick glance at the clock revealed it was nearly noon. “You gonna eat lunch?”


  “I’ll find something.”


  Like what? Jaeyoung thought snarkily. The instant Japanese curry in the pantry? But though he was tempted to offer to buy Sangwoo lunch, judging by the look on his face, that wasn’t happening. Sangwoo would probably just turn him down with some shit like, “I want to be alone right now.” 


  Ignorant of 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 just gave him a wordless wave in response, silently gesturing for him to leave. But though it was clear the time had come to make a strategic retreat, 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?”


  Sangwoo remained silent, his brow furrowing in confusion, but Jaeyoung just proceeded to glance around the room until he spotted the phone laying on his desk. Snatching it up, he basically forced Sangwoo to unlock it, but he 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 be 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, it was enough to get 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’m gonna screw everything up... 


  But then Sangwoo knocked him off-kilter by adding, “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. Still, he was cognizant enough to see the opportunity Sangwoo had just 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 earlier, he’d come across his own number—still saved under “Freeloader 3.”


  “Okay,” Sangwoo conceded easily.


  “I’m not done yet. You’ve gotta include a special character in the name too.”


  “Special wha—”


  “And the following words are forbidden: visual, design, major, Jang, and sunbae.”


  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 just 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’d felt a genuine pang of pity. 


  Hopping his car, he decided to take a quick detour instead of driving home. First stop was a nearby restaurant with shining reviews, where he ordered kimchi jjigae, sundubu jjigae[1], 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 price tags. 


  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 bread 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 all five bags of his spoils on the floor. 


  Placing the kimchi jjigaeon the desk and the sundubu jjigae 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 the 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 only 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. But before he even got his shoes on all the way, 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 all he could think about was how Sangwoo had looked as he lost himself in the throes of pleasure.


  There was a pause, and then Sangwoo responded, “Liar. You didn’t even 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, 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 last time he tried to get Sangwoo into bed—and gotten rejected at the last second. 


  Ever since then, he’d been making use of every wooing trick he had in his book, trying his best to win Sangwoo over while forcing himself not to 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 annoyed Jaeyoung more than he cared to admit.


  Maybe it’s because I didn’t cum a second time, just like Sangwoo said…?


  With a soft scoff, Jaeyoung stubbed out his half smoked cigarette on the rim of a garbage can.


  


  ⌘W


  


  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, after all—but of course, he’d come with a spare. It was nearly identical, just even more worn around the edges.


  “Sup?” Yoona 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 plugging in his mouse and taking his seat. But 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, all neatly folded and washed.


  Tone completely nonchalant, Sangwoo explained, “You left them at my place. Also, please return my hat. And…” Quickly checking that Yoona 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 have 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 changed his name. I wonder what he switched it to... he wondered as he scrolled down.


  A moment later, he found what he was looking for. 


  


  Jaeyoung SB ♨


  


  Jaeyoung’s mouth dropped open. Of course, he hadn’t been expecting something like “Jaeyoungie[2] Hyung ♥”—he wasn’t delusional—but “Jaeyoung SB ♨” was just disappointing. He knew “SB” was probably short for “sunbae,” one of the words he’d forbidden Sangwoo to use, but it looked too much like “ssibal[3].”


  


  


  


  

    [1] Sundubu jjigae is a spicy Korean stew made with soft tofu (sundubu), vegetables, and often seafood or meat.


  


  

    [2] By adding the vocative unhyphenated suffix -ie to the end of a name, the speaker is showing familiarity toward the other person in a casual or affectionate way.


  


  

    [3] A common swear word roughly equivalent to “fuck.”


  




  “Are you satisfied?” Sangwoo asked, snatching his phone back from Jaeyoung and slipping it back into his backpack.


  Jaeyoung glared after the screen. “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.”


  “Oh, come onnn. 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 a hot spring?”


  “Because you always make me feel hot.”


  Once again, Sangwoo had managed to catch him off guard. Jaeyoung’s resolve to be as annoying and intractable as possible melted away in an instant. 


  Sure, “Jaeyoung SB ♨” was pretty damn far from “Jaeyoungie Hyung ♥,” 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 Jang Jaeyoung-sunbae,” 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 just 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 ‘Fucker,’ 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 in his pocket, and fortunately, Sangwoo didn’t try to press the issue further—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 full of clothing in 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 the others. We’ll just have to look through them.”


  Jaeyoung hummed under his breath. “Royalty-free’ll 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 gone all the way. 


  In his mind, a peck on the lips unlocked hand-holding. A real kiss unlocked pecks and hand-holding. 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 brute 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 beside 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 worked between 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, eyes fixed eagerly on his computer screen. The glow from the monitor cast reflections over his pupils—but then they narrowed.


  “Seriously, what is this thing?” 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% scale—it was a nipple that Jaeyoung had been painstakingly applying shading to. 


  For a moment, Sangwoo simply stared at the character, 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. Monetization is not our current priority.”


  “Sorry, but I wanna work on this first.”


  The two main characters of Veggie Venturer were going to be named “Chuchu” and “Jeje.” Originally, Sangwoo had proposed “Cheolsu[1]” 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 whole 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. And 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 hair and eye color too.”


  “You never mentioned you were going to do that.”


  “Well, I just did.”


  Chuchu’s hairstyle 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. At the last image, 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 just 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.”


  “Just give me a second. 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.


  “Sunbae, 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 gonna 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.”


  “Whoops. Forgot I was supposed to be a computer noob...”


  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? But though he could count the number of times he’d seen Sangwoo smile on one hand, 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 just 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, shoving at Jaeyoung’s stomach with sneakered foot. The sight was so adorable Jaeyoung felt momentarily at a loss with himself.


  “Seriously, Hyung…st-stop it! This is too much!”


  I want to just…eat him up. Right here, right now.


  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 took on 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 to social norms... Jaeyoung would’ve liked nothing better than to pounce on Sangwoo and fuck him right then and there.


  Clang!


  As he watched a neon orange water bottle roll across the floor and come to a stop against his foot, however, 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, only to find Yoona 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. But the red tips of his ears told another story.


  Jaeyoung gave Yoona 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. 


  An awkward silence settled over the studio, broken only by the steady clicking of their mice and keyboards. But then Yoona’s strained, flat-toned voice cut through the room. 


  “Hey, Jang Jaeyoung. Come smoke a cigarette with me. Now. Outside.”


  Wordlessly, Jaeyoung got up from his seat, grabbing his pack of cigarettes and a lighter along the way. He nodded at the door, waiting for Yoona to step out first, and she trudged past him with her slides dragging on the floor. 


  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 two fuck?”


  Yoona really was the most straightforward, blunt person Jaeyoung knew—Sangwoo being the only exception, of course. But he didn’t answer right away. Instead, he lit a cigarette and took a long drag.


  “I thought it wasn’t ‘anything serious,’” Yoona 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.


  Yoona wasn’t at all the serious type, opting to be chill and laid-back in the majority of situations. Still, 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 even 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 just fine, but he’s not like you,” Yoona 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 goddamn much?”


  There was a long pause as Yoona took a drag from her cigarette. She wasn’t that clueless—she probably knew she was overstepping all sorts of 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, just 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 really gonna screw that kid up.”


  Jaeyoung tossed his half smoked cigarette to the ground and put it out with his heel. Having some fun…? She thinks I’m the one who’s gonna screw him up? He felt a surge of irritation. It was frankly a medieval idea, being responsible for someone’s well-being just because you’d slept with them once.


  


  


  


  

    [1] Cheolsu is a common Korean given name for males, especially in textbooks from 1948 to the late 1980s. Paired with a female name, as “Cheolsu and Younghee,” it represents an archetypal Korean male figure.


  




  “Look, I think you’re taking this a little too personally,” Jaeyoung said.


  Over the past six months, Yoona 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.”


  Yoona scoffed. “Funny hearing you say that. What makes you any different from the bitch who screwed me over, huh?”


  “Stay in your fucking lane, Yoona. You have no right to interrogate me, and you don’t know anything about my relationship.”


  A gust of wind blew by, scattering Yoona’s bleach-blonde hair. Her face twisted, as if she was the one who was being led on by—apparently—a fuckboy.


  “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. Yoona had just touched on something he’d been trying hard to avoid, 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. 


  For right now, he was obsessed with Sangwoo. Who knew if that would change later? And who cared if it did, really, 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 still none of your fucking 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 Yoona 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 he left in two months. 


  Which meant Jaeyoung was the only one stuck dealing with the hard questions.


  “If you want to waste your energy on this, go ahead. But I don’t wanna hear shit about it.”


  For a long moment, Yoona 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 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 Yoona—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.


  “Also…have you always been bi?”


  “Dunno. Probably not,” Jaeyoung responded truthfully. It was something he’d never even considered before.


  “Jaeyoung-ah[1],” Yoona crooned, scowling playfully. She only used that nickname 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. But obviously, she 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. Yoona was clearly suffering 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 he didn’t bother to explain. Instead, he simply replied, “He’s not that inexperienced, you know. He told me he’s had girlfriends before.”


  “He was probably lying.”


  “No way. Choo Sangwoo is many things, but a liar isn’t one of them.”


  At this, Yoona tilted her head curiously. “But him? With a girlfriend…? It just sounds so weird…”


  Jaeyoung 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 he 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,” Yoona proclaimed. “Have fun.” 


  With that, she raced down the stairs, only 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.


  


  ⌘W


  


  “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 all kinds of inspiration in Jaeyoung’s heart. 


  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 still 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 different 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-ya.”


  “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 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’d just met. Sangwoo was being all stiff and awkward, just like when they walked along the path in Jeongryun-dong. 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 all right.”


  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. We’re just having fun.”


  “Still, 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 gonna grab mine right now.”


  Jaeyoung kept his basketball in the theater club’s storeroom. 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 8th. I got angry because you took off my hat in the costuming area.”


  On second thought, better steer clear of mentioning all that, 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 theater club’s room, Sangwoo by his side. Despite the late hour, he could still hear loud chatter coming from within—maybe they were having a meeting? That would make sense, given they were probably prepping for the  club’s regular 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 swarmed him, reaching out to him like a crowd of adoring fans.


  “Hyuuung!”


  “Oppa, welcome back!”


  “Here, Sunbae-nim. We always make sure to save you a seat.”


  Only three of 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. But the president crept up behind him like some sort of damned spirit 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. 


  “I got you a drink!”


  It was a black can with a familiar logo: Black Holic. Jaeyoung blinked in surprise—which then 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. 


  Finally, he managed to spot the basketball, but just 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 start of the year, 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 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 the theater club’s members 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 went back onstage again.


  “Sunbae, please…? Just this once. We even gave you a minor role since you said you were busy!”


  “C’mon, just be in one more play! And why haven’t you been picking up your phone?”


  “Hyung, 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?”


  


  


  


  

    [1] By adding the vocative suffix -ah to the end of a name, the speaker is showing familiarity toward the other person in a casual or affectionate way.


  




  Jaeyoung hugged his basketball to his chest and cut a path through the underclassmen as they continued to try and stop him.


  “The festival was the last time you got to take advantage of my services,” Jaeyoung announced. “It’s all over now! Think of me as graduated!”


  “But you haven’t graduated yet!” came the desperate cry. 


  Right as the president of the club reached the door, Jaeyoung slammed it shut.


  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 lips 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 theater 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 his ball from hand to hand, dribbled it—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?”


  “Just make a short cameo in the very beginning. But 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 pretty. 


  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 out: “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 unconscious mind was trying to rear its ugly head. Jaeyoung simply bounced the basketball off 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.


  “Wanna 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 still juuust 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.


  “Sunbae. You’re not trying, are you?”


  Thump, thump, thump. Jaeyoung couldn’t tell if he was hearing his heart pounding or the ball bouncing off the court. 


  Sangwoo passed the ball, and Jaeyoung caught it. He’d held a basketball in his hands countless times—after all, he was an offensive player who was known for his hustle plays. But at that moment, the rough surface of the ball 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. Just like he’d thought, 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 all the way to the free throw line, bent his knees, and took another two-handed set 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 8-0, 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, just like 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. But Jaeyoung thwarted him easily, quickly transferring the ball to his other hand behind his back and doing a crossover dribble. 


  Still, Sangwoo came 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 bounces and passed it back to Sangwoo.


  “8-2,” 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 wet fabric of his T-shirt sticking to his skin. He looked at Jaeyoung with glowing confidence.


  Everything about him was so damn lovely.


  It was undeniable, maybe even inevitable. He was in love with Choo Sangwoo.


  If someone asked what was so special about Sangwoo, 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 Sangwoo? Sangwoo—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 just 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 quench.


  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 into 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 pretty damn 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. 


  


  ⌘W


  


  “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 actually 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 bread.”


  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 Dex 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… I guess you missed it because you took a gap year. The CEO of Dex actually came to our campus last year right before graduation.”


  “Seriously? Kim Soohan 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 he’s working at Dex 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. After a moment of awkward silence, his friend answered for him.


  “He turned down Dex’s offer to go study abroad.”


  “Okay, but why didn’t he go?”


  “Haven’t you heard? He didn’t get to graduate ’cause 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, “It’s probably ’cause he got himself a girlfriend.”


  Jaeyoung stared at him in silence. 


  Ignoring him, his friend continued, “I never see you anywhere on campus, and you’re forever 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 who’d just gotten a new toy, the two of them began to go through a list of all 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 Jo Minjeong from the dance department.”


  “Wait, it must be Yoona! You know, the scary one!”


  Jaeyoung’s friend shook his head dramatically. “No way in hell. Trust me, Hyung, I know him better than that. It’s either Minjeong or Jeong Soyoon. 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 glass of soju, 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 glass of soju and slammed it 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 Yoona, 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, his luck was in the shitter once again.


  “It’s just that she’s been acting a bit weird around me recently. Like, getting annoyed really easily, you know…?”


  “That’s just the way she is, Hyung. 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 literally hates guys like you, Hyung.”


  And that was the truth. Yoona’s type was basically identical to his own—stylish, considerate, and mature. But maybe having a type didn’t mean much. After all, the guy currently living rent-free in his head was totally different from the people he normally went for. Stylish? Only if you thought all black was fashionable. Considerate? Not even close. Mature? About as much as a newborn. 


  Jaeyoung was living proof that falling in love was completely illogical—because here he was, head over heels for an inconsiderate, immature 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.”


  How many times am I gonna have to tell him? He must have the IQ of a fucking rock.


  It wasn’t hard to picture the face Yoona would’ve made if she’d heard what the upperclassman 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’d 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’s gotta be his girlfriend. Come on, pick up and ask for her name!”


  “Okay, I’m gonna do it.”


  Jaeyoung spun around. His thigh bumped against the edge of a table as he ran, but he didn’t care.


  “Hello? Huh… 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—”


  Just in time, Jaeyoung snatched his phone from the upperclassman’s hand. 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 is Jaeyoung-sunbae? Is he so busy that he can’t answer my call?”


  “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 and walked 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 we’re just getting started!”


  “Then keep your fucking hands off my phone next time.”


  “What the… What’d you just say to me? Hey!”


  The upperclassman banged on the table like an angry gorilla, knocking the water pitcher over. But Jaeyoung couldn’t care less that the guy was angry—he headed straight for the door, his strides long and rushed.


  “Just let him go. He’s probably wasted.”


  “Fuck! Dude can’t even take a fucking joke!”


  “Yeah, yeah, I know. That’s just the way 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 quickly 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-ya,” 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?”


  “Just 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.”


  “Yep. 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 gonna 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 back 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 back home?”


  “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 games?”


  “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 VeVen, so…”


  Jaeyoung didn’t interrupt once as Sangwoo gave a detailed breakdown of how the RPG resembled and differed from Veggie Venturer. Over five minutes passed, but he didn’t feel bored for even a moment.


  “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.”


  “But not your Jang Jaeyoung 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 even bother asking when you know the answer?”


  Jaeyoung paid his fare and stepped out of the taxi. Sangwoo was about a hundred yards ahead.


  “What am I, some kind of mind reader? Just because you like looking at pictures of me doesn’t mean you want to every night.”


  “You... Just…!”


  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 to continue following along.


  “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 gonna 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-ya. 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 just 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 just as he was about to walk through the glass doors of his building.


  Immediately, Sangwoo jerked his elbow back in an attempt to shove him off. But he slowly lowered it when Jaeyoung said, “It’s me.”


  Jaeyoung 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 he was just tipsy, but he felt like he was floating. It took a while for him to become coherent enough to talk. 


  “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. But it didn’t take long until he began to seek after more. 


  As he pressed soft kisses all over Sangwoo’s skin, Jaeyoung’s head spun like he’d just 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 the skin at the base of 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.


  “Sunbae…”


  Jaeyoung’s hand drifted down to Sangwoo’s chest, betraying his burning desire. He began to greedily grope the flat expanse of Sangwoo’s torso and the line that led down 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 looked away, 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 just…calm ourselves a little 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. Just a bit 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 didn’t even give Sangwoo a chance to finish. 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 all of his attention to their kiss. 


  Sangwoo didn’t even 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. Not even pretending to focus on his lips, Sangwoo’s tongue dove 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, so he 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.


  He only realized he’d been backed up all the way into the glass door when the back of 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.


  Their kiss broke 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 dysfunctio—”


  “How about we just 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.


  “In your room...now,” Jaeyoung growled, but he still paused to push Sangwoo against the wall as they kissed. Sangwoo disheveled and rough was probably one of the hottest things he’d ever seen. The desire to get him alone and out of sight 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. Even 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 stumble over to the bed, where Sangwoo pushed Jaeyoung onto the mattress and straddled him. Their chests pressed together as Sangwoo cupped 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. But 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. Even in the pitch-black room, he could map 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 even as he nipped at Jaeyoung’s ear. 


  For a moment, Jaeyoung just rested his hand over the bulge pressing against Sangwoo’s jeans. The shape was obvious, even 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 bare. 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 his neck and buried his face in his nape. 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 his arms were wrapped around Sangwoo’s torso, then flipped them over so he was straddling Sangwoo instead. As Sangwoo blinked in surprise, Jaeyoung yanked his pants down until they were around his thighs and stared at Sangwoo’s 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 beneath Sangwoo’s 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.


  “Just… Just 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 sprung free—clearly too long to fit in Jaeyoung’s mouth completely.


  Never thought I’d end up giving another guy a blowjob… he thought to himself 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 just a tad bit repulsive. 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 came equipped with a dick and balls, 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.


  First, lick the underside of the shaft with the very end of your tongue. Then apply pressure to the tip with your lips and gently tease it with your tongue. Finally, suck hard, all the while making good eye contact.


  The effect was instant. Sangwoo’s face went tight with pleasure, his eyes unfocusing. 


  Jaeyoung, knowing exactly what he looked like, put on a show of sucking in Sangwoo’s cock—every bit of it on purpose. Still, he could up the effect. He gave a few slow blinks of his eyes, flicking his tongue out teasingly. 


  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… What a romantic.


  Sangwoo’s hands grew more and more desperate. He tugged so hard at Jaeyoung’s hair that he likely tugged a number of strands straight out. 


  Arousal had so taken over Sangwoo at this 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?”


  “Dunno. 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.


  “Fuck!” 


  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 rush 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 scoff 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 the cheeks of Sangwoo’s ass wide, triggering him to 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 just 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 made an attempt at hitting 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, becoming hard again under the influence of the steady rhythm of Jaeyoung’s thrusting fingers.


  “Hyung,” Sangwoo whispered.


  But Jaeyoung didn’t answer. His mouth was dry. 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 still couldn’t let it loose. Not yet.


  “Jaeyoungie-hyung…”


  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 gonna 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.


  “Fuck… Just 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 still gaping slightly. Without a moment’s hesitation, he 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 it down and leaned over Sangwoo, pulling him into a tight embrace. Still, 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 three-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 Sangwoo’s 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 nose... It all 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 a tight embrace, soaking up the heat from his body as he thrust into him hard. He didn’t stop until he was all the way in.


  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.


  Fully situated now, 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-ya.”


  No response.


  “Choo Sangwoo, look at me.”


  Still nothing.


  “If you don’t…I’m leaving.”


  That seemed to do the trick. Sangwoo cracked his eyes open to finally 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 even more adorable than he usually did.


  “Sangwoo-ya,” 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 pocket. 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 laid at his feet, 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.


  As 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-ya…”


  “Unngh, I-I…”


  “Does it… Does it hurt?”


  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 nape, 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, 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 desire take over.


  “Ah… Nnngh! H-Hyung…!”


  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—a product of their exertion—and his narrowed eyes brimming with tears under furrowed brows, Sangwoo truly was a sight to see. A constellation of bite marks lined his neck.


  “You okay?” Jaeyoung whispered in Sangwoo’s ear. 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, “Hyung… Nngh, Jaeyoung… Hyung!”


  His strained, tearful voice sent a powerful jolt of arousal through Jaeyoung. He couldn’t get over just 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 just 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 Sangwoo tightly, showering his cheeks with kisses in an unrestrained display of affection. No matter what Sangwoo did, Jaeyoung would probably still think he was fucking adorable. 


  You’re so adorable, I don’t know what to do with myself.


  “Sangwoo-ya… Sangwoo-ya.”


  Those three 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 him hyung 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…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, “Hyung… Jaeyoungie-hyung…!”


  “What? What…is it?”


  “Nngh… Are you close? I-I don’t think… I 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, meanwhile, 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 even 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 bonelessly across the bed, his chest rising and falling rapidly. A single teardrop traced its way down his cheek as he clenched his eyes shut.


  Jaeyoung fell onto him as if magnetized, once again smothering him with kisses.


  


  ⌘W


  


  “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 fucked 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 just 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 just a horndog, huh? If I recall correctly, you kept saying something like… ‘Hyung, 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 brush your teeth 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 just use yours when you’re done. We’ve already swapped all our body 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 just 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 all alone. 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 own. 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, and that wasn’t even addressing how its neckline had been stretched out.


  “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 30,000 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 matched 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 its drawers. 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 just shrugged it off.


  “You can’t go back 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 plopped himself 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 just got done practically doing gymnastics on the thing. If it didn’t break then, I don’t think it’s gonna 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 over to face Jaeyoung. But instead of going to sleep, Sangwoo proceeded to stare at his face 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-ya.”


  “Yes?”


  “What’s on your mind?”


  The question was met only with silence.


  “Come on, just tell me. At this point, what could possibly be so embarrassing that you can’t share it with me?”


  Even then, 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, Sangwoo had slept with a man, not Jang Jaeyoung. 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.


  Temptation struck. He could explain in detail, right here and now, just 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 all 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 even beyond that...


  “We both know you’re going to leave him behind eventually.”


  Yoona’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. And if they somehow ended up in an “official relationship,” things would only get more complicated, not the other way around.


  Distracted by these thoughts, Jaeyoung completely lost track of time. But then Sangwoo suddenly spoke up and 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 which month your birthday’s in,” he replied. Total bullshit, of course.


  “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, Sunbae.”


  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 all hell, left Jaeyoung speechless.


  “What’s the point? You’ll be gone by then anyway.”


  There it was: the elephant in the room he’d been trying to ignore. 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 just a bit longer. But just like before, Sangwoo probably wasn’t perceiving the current atmosphere as awkward at all.


  In a split-second decision, Jaeyoung decided to face the elephant head-on.


  “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 all 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 just have to look for someone else to help mitigate its effects,” Sangwoo added.


  He’s gotta be fucking with 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’re 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 a whole-ass 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 fucking hypocrite.


  Jaeyoung’s head began to throb. If, like Sangwoo had just 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 actually announced he was leaving, all he’d get was a wave goodbye before Sangwoo went straight to bed.


  Jaeyoung couldn’t help but heave a heavy 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. And even if Jaeyoung tried to explain how he was feeling to him, Sangwoo wouldn’t understand a single thing.


  “Is something the matter?”


  There 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 just 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 just 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 like 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-ya.”


  “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. Just 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 fuck session they’d just had.


  But then, 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. But 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. But just as Jaeyoung opened his mouth, Sangwoo upset their dynamic by giving an actual answer.


  “Because it’s a project I worked on with you, Hyung. I want us to look back on it and relish its success as a reward for our hard work.”


  “What kinda sentimental-ass idiot do you think I am?” Jaeyoung muttered. But judging by the throbbing in his chest, he was more of a mushball 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. Within Jaeyoung, a fire was spreading, but he couldn’t tell whether what’d sparked it was 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 still wasn’t 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 saliva-wet lower lip, looking visibly disappointed. Jaeyoung reached out a hand himself to help wipe the glistening liquid up, but then the mouth under his fingers began to move.


  Completely serious, Sangwoo pronounced, “I have officially lost all 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 all the condoms.”


  “I can go and buy some more, if you want.”


  “If you’re prepared to limp around all day tomorrow, go for it.”


  “You can just 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 Jaeyoung had any more dignity than Sangwoo did, but he was 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-ya.”


  “Yes…?” Sangwoo 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 here 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.


  


  ⌘W


  




  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 in the bed. I must have been exhausted.”


  “Feeling sore again?”


  “There is mild discomfort, but I can still 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 all the 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 all that stuff you said to me? ‘Hyuuung, you’re filling me up so—’”


  Sangwoo scrambled across the bed and clapped a hand right over Jaeyoung’s mouth—the exact reaction Jaeyoung had been aiming for. Taking advantage of the opening, he promptly wrapped Sangwoo in a tight embrace.


  “Jeez, could you take the time to feed me before trying to get in my pants? You’ve at least gotta pay the pool boy before going for his meat!”


  “I never went for anything, let alone for...!” 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 will buy you lunch. It is true that last night was…pleasurable.”


  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 am going to wash them and give them back,” came Sangwoo’s response.


  “Trying to keep me here against my will, huh?”


  “I was just trying to be considerate,” Sangwoo retorted immediately. “But here you are, trying to pin 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: Not a single item suited Sangwoo. He began to flip through the hangers, which prompted Sangwoo to walk over.


  “Promise me that you’ll bring back whatever you borrow from me this time,” he said with a hint of desperation.


  “Sure,” Jaeyoung replied carelessly, grabbing a navy plaid shirt and a pair of black cotton pants. The tag on the pants read size 32, and the shirt was a large. They were clearly too big for Sangwoo, who was definitely a medium.


  “Got any white T-shirts?”


  “I do not purchase white garments. They’re too susceptible to dirt.”


  That’s a damn shame. He’d look fucking gorgeous in white, Jaeyoung thought to himself as he slipped on the straight-cut 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 some sort of neat, professional outfit and skipped his glasses. It was appallingly obvious what his type was.


  “There something on my face?” Jaeyoung asked jokingly.


  “The clothes… They just look a bit different on you. That’s all.”


  “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’ll cum in three seconds, promise,” Jaeyoung whispered, stepping closer until their shoulders were pressed together.


  “What’s the point of even putting it in, then?” Sangwoo snapped.


  With a shove, Sangwoo escaped and promptly scuttled his way 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 pho 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 upset 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 just another dude 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 on his face, giving him an excuse to reach out and touch him. But knowing how careful Sangwoo was, the prospect seemed highly unlikely.


  Just then, Sangwoo glanced up at him. “What?”


  Without responding, Jaeyoung stole a spoonful of fried rice from Sangwoo’s dish. Sangwoo had been chewing so expressionlessly that he’d wondered if the food just 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 his food, they rose from the table without a word. Jaeyoung watched on as Sangwoo paid with his phone, but he was much more interested in what he was wearing than what he was actually doing. Sangwoo’s clothes, hat, watch, and sneakers were all clean but clearly worn.


  Not 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. But Jaeyoung had developed thick skin after hanging around Sangwoo 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, just as he’d 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, Sunbae,” 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 further ahead. “I’ll make sure to buy you some nice stuff.”


  Jaeyoung started jogging 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 him, Jaeyoung quickly scanned the store and headed straight for the lighter denims. But as soon as he grabbed a pair of gray—almost white—jeans, Sangwoo frowned in disapproval.


  “How about these?” Jaeyoung asked brightly, completely ignoring Sangwoo’s glower.


  “The knees are ripped.”


  “In...deed they are.”


  Jaeyoung soon discovered Sangwoo had a way of spotting small, barely noticeable holes like he had a damn radar for them. Still, 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 beige jeans over his arm beside another pair of black slims, 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 inch of the fabric. No rips, plain pockets, sturdy stitching...and only a single button fly. If Sangwoo rolled the cuffs just 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-ya, Sangwoo-ya! 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 that,” 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 over to another store.


  


  They wandered around a few more shops with no luck until they finally ended up in one that sold pretty 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 just open 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 even 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 in! 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.”


  “’Cause I felt like it.”


  Maaan, 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, out.


  In the end, there weren’t many 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 the thread was also white—you had to really 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 just 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.


  So fucking cute…


  Jaeyoung had to stop himself from wrapping Sangwoo in a tight hug. Instead of giving into 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 all these 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, his 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.”


  “Your legs hurt? 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.”


  “Dunno 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-ya.”


  “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 pho earlier that day, he wanted them to go for jjampong[1] next time. Then a full spread of Korean food after that, then burritos and enchiladas, then Peking duck, curry,budae jjigae,[2] 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. Sangwoo 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 you both, I suppose. But I guess… Oh, you can drop us off here.”


  Just like that, the taxi pulled up right next to the internet cafe. 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 T-shirts. Feel free to confirm it later. Goodbye.”


  I can’t get anything by him, huh…? Jaeyoung thought wryly before shoving all the shopping bags into Sangwoo’s arms.


  “It’s all 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 cannot accept this. Return everything.”


  “Oh, don’t be so dramatic.” Before Sangwoo could respond, Jaeyoung pushed him out of the car with all the clothes 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 a baffled Sangwoo’s 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 into his seat.


  The anxiety and unease he’d felt the night before was already fading.


  


  ⌘W


  


  [Mom: Young-ah, your eldest uncle passed away.] 11:32 a.m.


  [Mom: The funeral’s on the 22nd. I need you here this evening for a family dinner.] 11:33 a.m.


  


  Jaeyoung scowled at the texts. It looked like the family reunion held every October had just been moved up.


  His uncle had been a pain in the ass while he was alive, and that hadn’t changed just because he’d croaked. And even beyond that, the thought of seeing any of his relatives made Jaeyoung’s skin crawl—but he still texted back that he’d be there.


  After eating a quick meal and taking a shower, Jaeyoung took out all 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.


  


  [Me: Going out of town for three days. Funeral.] 2:02 p.m.


  


  With the message sent, he started the car.


  


  The subsequent drive took Jaeyoung three and a half hours—which meant when he finally arrived in the city that was his destination, it still wasn’t dinnertime just 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 because the coastline was lined with depressing factory smokestacks. Regardless, coming here never failed to conjure a sudden sense of dread and anxiety into his heart.


  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—and even then, 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, Jaeyoungie-hyung!”


  “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. As different as their last names, they didn’t really belong together.


  He found his mom was sitting at a vanity, wearing a black mermaid dress with sheer fabric covering her shoulders. To Jaeyoung, she looked more like she was ready to walk down a runway than go to a funeral. 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.


  “Young-ah!”


  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 just nodded and shifted away, putting some distance between them. The kid—his younger brother from a different father—came running up and latched onto her. She wrapped an arm around him while still examining herself in the mirror.


  “Any news on your graduation?” she asked absently.


  “No, nothing new.”


  “So you’re actually graduating 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 all over the place. When you graduate, 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.


  “Young-ah, 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 only 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.


  


  


  


  

    [1] Jjampong is a Chinese-style Korean noodle soup with seafood and vegetables in a red, spicy, rich broth.


  


  

    [2] Budae jjigae is a spicy stew made with a mix of American-style processed meats, like canned ham and sausages, along with kimchi and other vegetables. Budae means “military base,” referencing the US army bases where the meats were sourced during the Korean War.


  




  Another round of questions followed.


  “Are you running low on money at all?”


  “No.”


  “Have you heard anything from Hong? Is he even in the country?”


  “No clue.”


  Jaeyoung checked his messages, but there was still nothing from Jaehong. But 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.[1] Oh! Dinner’s at seven. Don’t be late.”


  Jaeyoung quietly left the fancy hotel room. “Bye, Jaeyoung-hyung!” 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. Fancy 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 they all 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 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 outrageously expensive watch peeked out from under one cuff, matching his expensive 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 only flimsily connected through blood. Everyone was present aside from those who had justifiable absences, namely Jaeyoung’s second-eldest uncle and his wife 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 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 whiff 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 actually liked. If not for him, Jaeyoung wouldn’t have set a 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. After all, 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 beneath 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 all.


  “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 believed in family ties 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’d been introduced to the family after his mother got a 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, Young-ah?” 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 all followed up with a string of their own half-hearted compliments: “I’ll miss you so much, Jaeyoung!” “I can’t wait until you graduate from 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 aunt asked, crossing her legs. Her little family was the very definition of shallow, arrogant, and obsessed with appearances—her husband, daughter, and son-in-law were all 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 was actually 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 already developed a thick skin, all thanks to his amazing family. Their bullshit didn’t faze him anymore. He shrugged nonchalantly.


  “Eh… If Juhyeok had actually done his military service, he’d still be in school, too.”


  “Oh, come on, no one actually serves in the military for the full term nowadays,” Jaeyoung’s younger aunt jumped in, which made sense—her son had also skipped his military service with some scummy trick.


  “Well, I think there are still more poor idiots who ship out than guys randomly getting tuberculosis in their twenties,” Jaeyoung responded, scoffing. “You know, Grandpa was really 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 their military duty.


  “Are you still going around drawing cartoons on walls, or whatever it is that you do?” Jaeyoung’s youngest uncle piped up. The guy was hot-tempered, stupid, and an alcoholic—a Triple Crown. He’d ruined every business he touched and was now running a phone 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? Try drawing 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; 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 all fucking pathetic, really. Jaeyoung put down his spoon and scoffed quietly. Back when he was younger, he would’ve been nearly boiling over with rage. Now, they were still infuriating, of course…but tolerable.


  “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 good.”


  


  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 most simple 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 when to not cross the line.”


  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 just laughed 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 snuck liquor from the study, when he’d started smoking…his grandfather had brushed it all 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.


  That was, until the day 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. And when he’d decided to skip out on a family event for no reason once? He’d been kicked out of the house. When he’d called his uncle an asshole to his face? He’d gotten beaten with a golf club.


  Jaeyoung’s grandfather was both the kindest and the scariest 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 cross the “lines” that’d been drawn 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 on 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.


  Fuck… I miss him so much.


  It had only been one day since he’d seen Sangwoo, but it seemed he was starting to suffer from withdrawals already. But maybe 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 short letters—and hit the call button without thinking.


  Riiing...


  “Pick up, come on.”


  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 pick up the damn phone…”


  Was it irritation he felt? No… It had to be a 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 shit’s better than anything in the world, Jaeyoung thought to himself. Just hearing Sangwoo’s voice had flushed away all 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 just 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-ya.”


  “Yes.”


  “…Sangwoo-ya.”


  “What?”


  “Sangwoo-ya…”


  “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 still hadn’t sensed anything off—he’d just 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 even get annoyed at Sangwoo, no matter what he did.


  Smiling to himself, Jaeyoung decided to just tease him like usual.


  “What are you wearing?”


  “Pajamas.”


  “You know…just 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’ll really do it for me.”


  “I wouldn’t even know where to start with that.”


  “Why don’t you just 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 came just a moment ago, and I haven’t recovered yet.”


  That one caught Jaeyoung off guard. He couldn’t help but burst out laughing, all 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, uh, did it?”


  “Why would you ask that?”


  “Fuck, 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 still in his outside clothes.


  “Are you even 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. Just 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 here and there but not ending the call.


  Jaeyoung didn’t remember the end of their conversation—he slipped into sleep without even turning off the lights.


  


  ⌘W


  


  


  


  

    [1] Korean funerals are usually held in dedicated funeral halls, often located within hospital facilities. The bereaved family rents a room where guests can visit to pay their respects and console the family. The typical length of a funeral is three days, with two devoted to guest visits and the third reserved for the final service after which the body is either cremated or buried.


  




  The next day, Jaeyoung was swamped from morning to evening receiving condolence money. Even though the funeral hall was way out in the countryside, several hours away from Seoul by car, the stream of visitors was practically never-ending. But though he was stuck staying close to 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 a fucking 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 he was receiving a call from Jaehong.


  “Where are you?” his brother demanded. “I’m almost at the hotel.”


  “You’re coming?”


  “Got nothing better to do.”


  “Still, you might wanna go pay your respects to Grandpa first.”


  “I’ll just get an earful if I try it now. I’m going to talk to Grandfather tomorrow, then go 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 just 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.


  Disgusting, Jaeyoung thought, exhaling smoke.


  They had the same height, the same face, the same voice. 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. Inside, they couldn’t be more different. 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 slicked-into-place hair, parted neatly and combed over, felt too cheesy for Jaeyoung’s tastes, and his so-called “classic” accessories and shoes just made him look like a middle-aged man. No one would look at this guy and guess he was still in his twenties.


  “Anything new?” Jaehong asked, stepping onto the curb to stand beside him.


  Jaeyoung exhaled smoke away from his brother. “Same old shitshow here.”


  “What about the executive position? Who’s getting it?”


  “Don’t give a fuck.”


  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 still 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 they’d gotten old enough to learn a second language, Jaeyoung had turned out to be good at speaking, while Jaehong had excelled at reading. And while a teenage Jaeyoung had spent his time out stirring up trouble in the streets, 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 just crash with you.”


  “No way in hell. Get your own.”


  “Come on, wouldn’t it be nice to sleep together after all this time?”


  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 just 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 just in time—Jaehong was watching him closely.


  “Sunbae.”


  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 just a single 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 them all.”


  “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 state—tired and cynical—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 just an excuse to talk to you.”


  “Yeah?”


  “I could’ve just tested it out myself and told you later. So…that’s not actually why I called you.”


  Jaeyoung had encased himself with wall after wall of ice to protect himself that morning, knowing he’d be surrounded by people he couldn’t stand all day. But now, he felt every single one melt away without a trace. Sangwoo had a way of doing stuff like that without even trying. Maybe that’s 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. Even try to lock him in a psych ward. Or maybe he’d just laugh it off and tell him to cut it out after he’d had his fun—that it was fine as long as he didn’t cross the line.


  That fucking line…


  “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 just 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, there were no words between them.


  “After our call yesterday, I was thinking…” Sangwoo hesitated for a beat, then continued. “Your voice sounded…sad. I just wanted to tell you not to be too sad. That’s all I wanted to say.”


  Apparently, Sangwoo’s supercomputer of a brain had reached the conclusion that Jaeyoung was sad about the funeral. He was way off, of course, but even so, Jaeyoung was honored to be at the receiving end of his concern.


  A smile crept across Jaeyoung’s face as he answered, “I’m just stressed. That’s all. 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 just 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. And he heard it: 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.


  “Jang Jaeyoung.”


  He could listen to that sound—Sangwoo carefully pronouncing his name—forever.


  “Sunbae, 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…


  Just as he was about to ask, 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. All of a sudden, he was out of breath, like he’d just 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 tight.


  Sangwoo had just inched the tiniest bit closer to admitting he had feelings for him.


  Just 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. 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 wall, 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?”


  “Fuck off.”


  “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 little boy, got his blessing for this cute little fling…”


  “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.


  “Also…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?”


  “Yep.”


  “No, I mean…about that guy.”


  Serious? Even after all the 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.


  Choo Sangwoo had said he missed him. He hadn’t said he was horny, hadn’t said he needed a man to warm his bed. Just—Jaeyoung.


  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. Simply to avoid the hassle, he’d lived his whole life without stepping too far out of line—but right now, 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 all this time.”


  “And?”


  “Help me out just this once. Cover for me. Say I had an emergency and had to leave.”


  “You seriously think that’ll work? Just stay one more day and go.”


  “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. Just 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. 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.”


  Back when they were both kids and Jaehong had been too sick for school, Jaeyoung had once pretended to be his brother just to mess with his teacher. He didn’t think Jaehong was much of an actor, but nobody knew he was even around. 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.


  


  Jaeyoung floored the gas pedal, growing increasingly impatient. He’d probably racked up a few speed-camera tickets by now, but he didn’t care. He didn’t even bother to stop at a rest area and just 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 wore 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 people, not caring what they might think. He hadn’t even cared if they’d turned him down. 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 just go back?


  The intense craving for a cig 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.


  


  [Baby: I’ve been giving this some thought, and I 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 6/3 to stay on schedule.] 11:04 p.m.


  [Baby: I know you’re busy. No need to reply. It’s just for your reference.] 11:05 p.m.


  


  The messages were businesslike and impersonal, but Jaeyoung read them over and over—then, with a short delay, one more arrived.


  


  [Baby: Sleep well. You need proper rest to relieve the stress from earlier in the day.] 11:08 p.m.


  


  “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 single time he’d stood in front of this door prior to now, he’d pounded on it like a loan shark intent on collecting payment. But this time, he raised his first 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 at all. It was a mystery, really.


  Jaeyoung slipped off his—well, Jaehong’s—expensive dress shoes, tossed them aside carelessly, and approached Sangwoo 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 all his weight. All the tangled, dark emotions swirling in his chest seemed to drain away 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 always managed 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, Sunbae.”


  “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.”


  “And…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?”


  “All 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. Just…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 even matter. Resting against Sangwoo, drinking in his scent, was enough.


  Sangwoo stayed quiet for a while. Jaeyoung sunk 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 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, Sunbae?”


  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 only 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 coldhearted 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…


  Maybe that was 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 a hypocrite, Sunbae. 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 just 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 are 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 Superman cannot defeat kryptonite.”


  “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 front of him in the name of family had always stopped him in his tracks. Maybe he really wasn’t any different from Superman, who crumbled when he was faced with a tiny piece of kryptonite.


  And then he found himself wondering—pondering something he’d never really considered before.




  “What’s your kryptonite, then?”


  “I don’t have one,” Sangwoo responded immediately.


  “Must be nice,” Jaeyoung commented, choosing not to question it. “Being Superman 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 just how he’s always done things.


  Sangwoo gave Jaeyoung two brief pats on the back and said, “All right. Your comforting 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 an inch. Is he just…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 felt melted 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, tangling Sangwoo’s tongue with his own. 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.


  But even as he followed Sangwoo down onto the mattress, Jaeyoung found that—bizarre as it was—he just 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-ya.”


  “Yes?”


  “Can tonight be…a bit more low-key? You know, like old married couple vibes?”


  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 just 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 all 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 out, “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… Dunno. I’m pretty happy where I am.”


  I didn’t come here to fuck, Sangwoo. I just 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, “You see, I have been wanting to have sexual intercourse with you in a suit. This is the first time I have ever seen you dressed like this. 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-ya.”


  “Yes?”


  “Where are the condoms?”


  “I thought you didn’t want to proceed 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 take care of it. 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 beneath 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 still just like Sangwoo had 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 the condom onto his hard cock.


  “Sangwoo-ya…?”


  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 just talked it through. But right now, he wasn’t.


  Fuck… 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.


  “J-Just give me a second to get ready…”


  “You are acting very strange tonight, Sunbae,” 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 just 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 just gonna wait for it to go limp.”


  “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. Still, Sangwoo patiently continued to clean him up. And then, after what felt like ages, he rolled a condom on to 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 even more expensive than that one you were wearing before.”


  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 waited just 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 all 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 Jaeyoung’s 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 never got 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 slid 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…really something else. Jaeyoung’s eyes followed Sangwoo’s sweat-damp hair down to his furrowed brows, 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 even 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 all over, and his head fell back, face crumpling slightly in what could be either pleasure or pain.


  “Unnngh…!”


  Fact: 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.


  Choo Sangwoo 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”? There was an immaturity, a clumsiness about the nickname, that didn’t fit Sangwoo the slightest bit.


  No, Sangwoo is…


  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 come from the sight alone.


  Sangwoo took a deep breath, reached behind himself, and guided Jaeyoung inside of him.


  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—it all hit Jaeyoung at once like a hurricane.


  Sangwoo started to move, slow and steady, and sank down slightly. The way he tightened around Jaeyoung’s cock made him gasp with pleasure.


  “Sangwoo-ya, 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 coming—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?” Jaeyoung stuttered. “You okay?”


  “I’m fine. It’s just…a little too deep. And…,” Sangwoo trailed off, biting his lip.


  It wasn’t like this was their first time fucking, but to be fair, Sangwoo had never impaled himself like this before. Jaeyoung beckoned him closer, and Sangwoo leaned forward obediently.


  From up close, Sangwoo’s face was the perfect picture of desire—there wasn’t a single “Baby”-like thing 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.


  “Hyung… Are you getting 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.


  “Fuck…”


  “What’s wrong?”


  Jaeyoung had just proven that he was a three-pump chump, but it seemed Sangwoo hadn’t caught on yet, likely because Jaeyoung’s cock was still rock-hard. But a moment later, a cloudy 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’ve gone too far to take your penis out now,” Sangwoo replied. “Can I just 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 even faded yet 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 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 at their center.


  Their gazes collided, 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 Sangwoo’s 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 on his cock.


  Jaeyoung’s lips parted, and he let out a shaky breath. Sangwoo bit down on his lower lip.


  “Hyung…”


  “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 its owner forward—yanking Sangwoo down so their chests were pressed together. Jaeyoung pulled his neck in even closer and kissed him hard.


  “Nnngh…!”


  Sangwoo froze, trembling all over. 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 held him close. “Want some help?” he murmured.


  But Sangwoo just blinked, 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 gonna 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 shut up.”


  Something dark and violent inside Jaeyoung reared its head as he watched Sangwoo 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 men’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 Sangwoo’s arms clung desperately around his neck.


  So he did, thrusting into Sangwoo’s hole with such force he sent his whole body airborne for a moment.


  “Ah! Hyung…”


  But Jaeyoung didn’t answer Sangwoo’s call. Instead, he reached for the back of his head, fingers tangling in Sangwoo’s 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, only spurred on Jaeyoung’s animalistic lust further. He began to snap his hips up 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. Droplets of saliva leaked past his lips, only to be promptly sent flying through the air.


  “Oh… Hnngh…! Ah!”


  Under any other circumstance, Sangwoo’s de facto 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 all my 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 each and every bit of his capacity to reason. And 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 back.


  It was obvious he was enjoying himself, so much so that Jaeyoung didn’t even feel the need to ask and make sure. After all, 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. And even as he did, he kept thrusting his cock against that little sweet spot inside Sangwoo he’d discovered the last time they’d tangled beneath the sheets.


  Jaeyoung was a fast learner, and now he knew exactly where to hit to make Sangwoo crumble.


  “Fuck… Sangwoo-ya…”


  “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 the climax together like this filled Jaeyoung with a surreal rush of emotion. 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 it all inside, not saying a single word aloud. Silently, he decided he’d rather show Sangwoo how he felt. After all, the night was far from over.


  And then he felt it—Sangwoo tightening around him, trembling violently.


  “Hngh… Hyung, J-Jaeyoungie-hyung…”


  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 shit. 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-ya…”


  There was no response—just 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 their lips 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.


  “Hey, you’re the one who turned me on.”


  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-ya,” he whispered.


  “Wh-what?”


  “What are you…thinking about?”


  “Hngh… Pleasure, orgasms… Unngh! Jang…Jaeyoung…losing his dignity…”


  “Hmm… Sounds like you can still think straight. That won’t do.”


  Jaeyoung instinctively knew it’d be a long time before either of them went to bed.




  <1001>


  <9. You feel a desire to have sex with people who are already married.>


  


  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 definition was too vague for him to feel comfortable choosing an answer. He had no choice but to skip the question 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 all started in the studio. He and Jaeyoung had been working on VeVen 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, fucking in one position after another without even showering first. He’d almost been late to Embedded Systems because of it.


  “What do you want, Sangwoo-ya? 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 edging him.


  The previous 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 underfoot in the process. When he’d found them broken next to 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, Sunbaenim!”


  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 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… God, I really should’ve left earlier.”


  After a quick investigation, 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 Gomoku[1] for us to code an algorithm for. If you do not like this choice, you may suggest an alternative.”


  “O-one sec.”


  The student fumbled with his bag and pulled out a tablet. He opened his notes app and typed in “Gomoku.”


  “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 Gomoku.”


  “Well… Okay, sure.”


  For Algorithms, all students had to pair up, create an algorithm as a team, and put together a quick presentation on it together. Sangwoo had no 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 suggesti—”


  “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 memoization and recursion. Don’t forget the charts. I’ll send you the code by midnight 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, Sunbaenim, but you can trust me with doing the analysis and being the speaker.”


  Sangwoo gave him a skeptical look but let it go. If it didn’t work out, he’d just do it alone.


  Now that they’d decided on their respective roles, only one task was left: creating the presentation slides.


  “I can create the PowerPoint,” 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. But just as he was about to leave, the student spoke up again.


  “Um… Sangwoo-sunbaenim.”


  “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 for 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. Actually, you seem a bit different now. I mean, it makes sense that you changed over the past few years, but still…”


  As Sangwoo tried to process what the guy was saying, the student bowed politely.


  “Anyway, I’m looking forward to learning from you.”


  “Right,” Sangwoo responded flatly as he 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 norm for him to refuse to even associate with someone who 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 carried him to the arts building on autopilot. He climbed the familiar three flights of stairs and opened the fourth door.


  “Hey there, Mr. Choo,” 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 formalwear, 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 actually came up with this.”


  Jaeyoung was testing the VeVen demo with Chuchu—the Viking-braided, fur-wearing nomad version. On the small screen, the character tossed grenades at mobs and picked off slower enemies with a rifle, advancing smoothly.


  Sangwoo quietly observed for a moment, then commented, “We’ll need to adjust grenade damage.”


  “Yeah… It’s total overkill, not gonna lie.”


  “The sound effects turned out nice, though.”


  “Yeah. Nice work. By the way, I found two bugs. If you switch weapons after setting a booby trap without moving, 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 only inches 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.


  It was like they were being pulled together by some invisible, magnetic force. Nowadays, it was harder to remember a day when they hadn’t kissed than to think the other way around.


  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 just enough to look down.


  “You’re wearing the new boxers. Nice. Can I see?”


  “Boxers are not meant to be seen in public.”


  “But I bought them for you so I could look at them…”


  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 all your old ones.”


  Even more nonsense, 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 on VeVen, too. You’d think Sangwoo was the only one who had things left to get done.


  “You are exceptionally talented at shirking your responsibilities. Look how behind we are—and all 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 already two months away. The last 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. Subtract 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 all their lost time.


  “On top of that, I still 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 just 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, one-hundred-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.”


  


  


  


  

    [1] Gomoku, called omok in Korean, is a simple strategy game where players take turns placing black or white stones on a Go board, trying to get five in a row.


  




  Sangwoo had to admit it: Jaeyoung had done some impressive legwork looking for a good sound for their game by browsing the web for samples and even asking around offline. The studio he’d just 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. But though he’d already had his day planned out, Sangwoo didn’t protest, just shut his laptop and started wrapping 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 just been a joke.


  We must have fundamentally different concepts of what a good joke is, Sangwoo thought with a shiver. Even thinking about the comment was enough to give him goosebumps. 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. And the building it was housed in… It 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 wanna take a trip, so the least you can do is come on a drive,” Jaeyoung said, then added under his breath, “Jeez, really hurting my feelings here…”


  When he was done whining, Jaeyoung pulled out his phone and called the studio owner. They exchanged words for a brief moment before he parked on the side of the road—the owner had probably told him just to leave his car somewhere nearby.


  Before stepping onto the curb, Jaeyoung proceeded to place a piece of paper on the dash with his number written on it, just 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 on the inside.


  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 code 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 pretty 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, just so you know, I never make my employees do this.”


  “Hey, I’m just 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 just sit down already. Before they could properly get going again, Jaeyoung’s phone rang.


  “Sorry, just 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. Just 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 visual-arts student.”


  “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 listening, but he was carefully analyzing every word. He felt a flare of pride as the two praised Jaeyoung—he had chosen that designer. Jaeyoung was the one who’d brought his vision to life. They were business partners.


  The studio owner sipped his coffee and asked, “Sangwoo, how many people are working on the project?”


  “Just 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 Jang Jaeyoung.


  “Dang, kids these days sure are impressive. When I was in college, I was just getting wasted all the time,” 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 your friend have a girlfriend?”


  “Oh, so that’s why you emerged from your cave,” the owner muttered with a laugh.


  Ignoring him, Yoonhee stared intently at Sangwoo.


  Strangely enough, all 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 still waiting.


  “No,” he said curtly.


  “Seriously? I figured he’d definitely be taken!” Yoonhee exclaimed in surprise. “Darn it, why do I always look like a mess when I meet a hottie?”


  “It’s fine. Just 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 wrinkly 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 need to invent a function to mute their voices.


  “Just wait until the meeting’s over. Then you can go say hi or something. I mean, I think he’d be flattered to hear you’re attracted to him.”


  “I don’t wanna make him uncomfortable!”


  “What’s gotten into you today?” the owner asked incredulously, then turned to Sangwoo with a smile. “You see, she’s usually a lot more confident.”


  So what? Sangwoo opened his mouth to spit in response, but 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 just 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 just 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 scrawled 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.


  But 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’d be happy if it just sounded like the sample.”


  “I assure you, you won’t be disappointed. You’re still in the process of developing the game, correct?”


  “Yes. Most of it’s done, but there are a few issues left on the developing side. 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 partner, 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 anything else. He could change his mind in an instant for all Sangwoo knew.


  “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 made him so anxious all of a sudden. 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?”


  “Is it?”


  “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.


  The street, now bathed in a layer of darkness, was absolutely packed 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.


  “You like 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 employees, was completely packed. It took over ten minutes just 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 cleanly, the painting on the wall was crooked…


  Sangwoo knew he was searching for something to be annoyed at. But truly, from the bottom of his heart, he hated the way people were staring.


  The tables were packed so tight 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 your panties in a bunch?


  “Nothing,” Sangwoo snapped, 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 even registering what he was consuming.


  Pale tortillas, colorful vegetables, and the meat… Its intense flavor reminded him of Jaeyoung. Spicy and hot.


  Jaeyoung glanced over as Sangwoo was mid-bite. “Jeez, 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 at 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. But when Jaeyoung stepped out to join him, he just…snapped, grabbing Jaeyoung by the collar and crashing their mouths together.


  Sangwoo bit and sucked at Jaeyoung’s lips, his tongue delving between them greedily. Spice and heat filled his mouth, and it felt completely natural that Jaeyoung would taste that way.


  Sangwoo 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 Sangwoo’s 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 just clung to Jaeyoung’s neck and surrendered 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.”


  “You can just 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 disentangle his problems. Jaeyoung stayed silent for the majority of the drive, only adjusting the radio volume here and there.


  “Psychidel. 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 low, heavy notes. 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 forward.


  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.


  “Yoon Siyeol. 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, huh?” Jaeyoung asked, his voice breaking the silence.


  Sangwoo had to admit, 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 all sorts of strangers stopped to talk to Jaeyoung. No wonder people stared.


  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 just opened Pandora’s box, like something had crawled into his brain like a parasite and wouldn’t leave.


  It seemed more and more possible 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…you gonna 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 Jaeyoung 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-ya.”


  Sangwoo didn’t answer. He simply met Jaeyoung’s gaze, his own filled with a burning intensity as Jaeyoung stared at him.


  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 just 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 out.


  “Nah. They’re gonna 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 teasing 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 Sangwoo into a hug. Sangwoo, meanwhile, froze, blinking in confusion.


  Resting his chin on Sangwoo’s forehead, Jaeyoung murmured, “I had no idea rice cookers 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 wasn’t even the kind of situation in which jealousywould 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 just 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 being romantically involved with him instead of other women his age?


  Even 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 stir up his arousal and satisfy it just as easily. Perhaps he just had a similar effect on Jaeyoung…?


  “Jaeyoungie-hyung.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Why are you romantically involved with 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 ty—”


  “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; then Sangwoo found himself being gently nudged back. A part of him wanted to stay there, leaning on Jaeyoung’s shoulder.


  Jaeyoung’s 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 Sangwoo’s ear.


  “There’s one other 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 just having a simple, normal conversation. It was a massive effort to even part his lips enough to reply.


  “I want to know.”


  With no trace of laughter on his face, Jaeyoung didn’t answer and just 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 you an answer.”


  “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 just twenty-four hours.


  Jaeyoung’s gaze—his pupils black holes in the darkness—carefully studied Sangwoo’s face.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  “Yes?”


  “Since when do you care? Besides…you know I’ve only got eyes for you. All you have to do is sit next to me, and 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 do not have a contingency plan, it only makes sense that I am feeling flustered.”


  Jaeyoung simply stared at him for a moment, his gaze unreadable. A long silence 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-ya…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.


  “Just…focus on your work. I’ll make all 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 just 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 Jang Jaeyoung 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 all 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 change your diet 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… I forgot just how fucking annoying you can be.”


  “Excuse me?”


  Sangwoo frowned, caught off guard by the sudden insult, and sat up slightly. But Jaeyoung didn’t answer. Instead, he silently leaned back in his seat, scowling out the window.


  Looking at Jaeyoung’s reflection, Sangwoo got the distinct feeling he wanted to punch someone. It’d been a while since he’d 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, just 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 icy and flat.


  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 left.
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  Saturday, May 25


  Sangwoo knew Jaeyoung was truly, thoroughly angry—mainly because he’d disappeared without a trace. Sangwoo even turned on his phone’s ringer, which was something he’d never done before, 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 even mapped out the previous day’s events into a flowchart. Still, 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, even letting things slide that normally would’ve bothered him. Gone were the days where he’d snapped at Jaeyoung or shoved him away. And Jaeyoung himself had been acting quite pleasant toward him—kind, even…


  How did we get from that to this…? Sangwoo wondered as he drifted to sleep.
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  Sunday, May 26


  Just like Saturday, Sangwoo’s productivity on Sunday 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.


  Jang Jaeyoung had infiltrated his daily routine thoroughly and completely. That was the only reasonable explanation for what he was currently experiencing. 


  Sangwoo opened his “Jang Jaeyoung” folder and proceeded to view every single file from start to finish, but it did nothing but waste his 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 a.m. 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 group, then spent the afternoon successfully fixing a major bug.
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  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 p.m., but got almost nothing done. It was a disaster.


  


  [Me: Could you explain why you are angry?] 06:36 p.m.


  [Me: Do you not want to see me anymore?] 07:41 p.m.


  [Me: I miss you. Can we meet up tonight?] 09:00 p.m.


  


  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 just three days. How had he been so neglectful? How had he managed to overlook preparing for the future, even while he’d continued to replenish all his daily necessities without fail?


  I’m a complete idiot.


  Belatedly, Sangwoo tried calculating just how much of Jang Jaeyoung 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:


  First, he was seeing Jaeyoung too often.


  Second, they’d kissed over a hundred times.


  Third, they’d spent the night together at Sangwoo’s place four times in the last nineteen days.


  Fourth, the interval at which he could stand to be apart from Jaeyoung kept shrinking.


  Fifth, 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 Ventureron 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 just been a foolish 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, all 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 just shut his eyes and forced himself to sleep.
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  Tuesday, May 28


  Five hours of sleep wasn’t enough for most mature humans, but it was just 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.


  


  [Me: Do you know where Jaeyoung lives?] 09:51a.m.


  [Visual Design Choi Yoona: Nope, no clue] 11:23 a.m.


  [Visual Design Choi Yoona: Why? Did something happen???] 11:40 a.m.


  [Me: It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.] 12:01 p.m.


  


  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 p.m. 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 just have to go door-to-door in the arts building and visit the theater 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—and put on a white baseball cap.


  Now dressed, 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. But 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 back 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 in the studio. Instead, a stranger in a navy pantsuit and dark hair tied back in a ponytail was rummaging through Yoona’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, Choo Sangchoo?”


  The voice, the tone—it was familiar. But she didn’t look like 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…


  “Choi…Yoochoi?”


  “Sunbae or noona would’ve been nice,” she snickered and swaggered over like a thug, reaching out to pat Sangwoo’s forearm.


  That sealed it. No one but Choi Yoona would do something so rude. Sangwoo drew his arm back sharply and said, “Please don’t touch me. And I already have a noona.”


  “Look. In this lovely country, people use that word for any older girl.”


  “Not me. Those terms are reserved for family only.”


  Yoona grinned mischievously. “Oh really? Why do you call Jaeyoung ‘Jaeyoungie-hyung,’ then?”


  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 Yoona 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 Jaeyoungie-hyung ran off to?”


  Why did I even ask?


  Scowling in irritation, Sangwoo booted up his computer. Yoona’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 just launched his coding software when Yoona 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.”


  Yoona 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.”


  Yoona 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?” Yoona 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 wanna go out for lunch or something.”


  “I do not require material assistance.”


  “Okay, obviously, it’s not actually about the food. I’m saying we can talk over lunch 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 Yoona 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.




  “His past relationships?” Yoona asked, looking slightly baffled. “Are you, like, putting together a file on him or something?”


  “To predict the future, you must collect past data. His dating history is essential information.”


  “Hmm…”


  Yoona hesitated for a long time before finally speaking. Sangwoo half listened as she explained that she hadn’t gotten into university until her third try, so she had no idea what Jaeyoung had been like in his first and second year.


  “It’s fine if your records are incomplete. Just tell me what you know.”


  “Fine, fine.”


  With a troubled look, Yoona 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 all the time. She slapped him and dumped him right in the middle of the quad. That was hilarious… Then, right before winter came, he had another girlfriend, a flight attendant. I saw her on campus once. She was really pretty. Like…stunning.”


  Yoona 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, too. 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 was incomplete, 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?”


  “Eh… He just gets tired of girls quickly. 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.


  Yoona glanced at Sangwoo and continued, “Don’t be discouraged, though. I think you’ve got a shot.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “All his exes were super mature, sexy types. 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 I am not his partner, Sangwoo silently replied. The same criteria doesn’t apply.


  Still, 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 all 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.


  Yoona’s face dropped. Her expression reminded him of a kicked dog as she said softly, “Yeah… I know that feeling. But you still 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?”


  Yes, mostly. But Jaeyoung was currently ghosting him, which was arguably worse.


  Yoona 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 just ’cause he 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?”


  “Just stay still. Noona’s got this.”


  Yoona rummaged through Jaeyoung’s drawer like a woman on a mission and pulled out a small, round container. 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.”


  “Just hold still! You said you wanted to look good, right?”


  “Just…w-wait a second…”


  Sangwoo tried to squirm away, but Yoona refused to let him go. She lunged forward and started working the wax into his hair. At that point, he gave in and just stood 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 have them covered up with that baseball cap all the time…”


  Still muttering under her breath, Yoona 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, just hold still for one minute. Have some patience.”


  “Is that…a knife?”


  “Quiet.”


  Metal touched the edge of his brow. It made a faint rasping sound as Yoona used it to trim the hair above his forehead, 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…”


  Yoona 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 bit more of his forehead showing, he didn’t notice much of a difference. But before he could examine himself further, Yoona 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. Yoona 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, just a little something to complete the look…”


  Yoona 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, Yoona 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.”


  Yoona 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…something? Whatever, it doesn’t matter. This’s a good strategy. Just trust me.”


  “I’m not sure I understand.”


  “We gotta show them we can fight back. We’re not doormats!” Yoona 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, obviously. Just do as I say. Jaeyoung’s gonna call. Ignore the first two calls, then pick up the third. Tell him, ‘You were giving me mixed signals, 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…Jaeyoungie-hyung will come if I follow these steps exactly?”


  “Ninety-five percent guaranteed.”


  “You said ninety-nine percent earlier. Why did the success rate go down?”


  Yoona 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?”


  Yoona’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 just find someone cute and ask them to buy you a drink. Ditch Jaeyoung. Ditch that fucker!”


  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.


  Yoona started bustling about, saying she had to get going. She gave him a solid pat on the back.


  “Hang in there, Choo Sangchoo. Love is a bitch.”


  “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.”


  Yoona 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.


  


  - Work until 6:00 p.m. 
- Eat dinner
- Stop by home to drop off backpack and brush teeth
- Catch the 7:20 bus
- Arrive in Yeonseok-dong at 7:56
- Drink
- Ignore two calls
- Answer the third
- Tell Jaeyoung, “You were giving mixed signals, so I figured I’d explore other options.”
- 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.
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  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. But just as Sangwoo began to bounce his leg up and down, his phone rang. It was a call from Yoona.


  He answered right away.


  “Hello.”


  “Where are you? Ready for our master plan?”


  “I’m still on the bus. I don’t believe I will arrive by eight. What should I do?”


  “Just keep 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. Just 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 Yoona 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.


  


  [Jaeyoung SB ♨: u win] 07:55 p.m.


  [Jaeyoung SB ♨: cantt play these gamew u. too stressful] 07:55 p.m.


  


  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 “gamew” was supposed to mean, Sangwoo gave up on making sense of them entirely.


  


  [Jaeyoung SB ♨: got something important to say, going to ur place rN] 07:56 p.m.


  


  That one, at least, was semicomprehensible. But…there would be no one at his place when Jaeyoung arrived. Sangwoo was still on the 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 Yoona again.


  When in doubt, it was best to consult an expert.


  “What now?”


  “Jaeyoungie-hyung just texted me. He says he’s going to my place. Should I just put the operation on hold and go home?”


  “No! Absolutely not. This is, like, the fuckboy move. He’s literally breadcrumbing you. If you give in now, he’s gonna walk over you forever.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Well, unless you wanna be his doormat…this is your chance to take control. Ignore all 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 just go home?”


  “No!”


  Yoona 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.


  But 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 all kinds 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 six percent. Anxious, he turned it off, deciding to turn it back on forty-three minutes later, at nine o’clock.


  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. Maybe it was 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 only sipped on the second glass. In the process, he asked the time twice more, but the minutes were inching by.


   He still had over thirty minutes to kill.


  What am I even 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. Only that could explain why he was acting so bizarre.


  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 specimens. 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 sleezy, 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, Jaeyoungie-hyung 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 just an inconsiderate thug. If he’d made any other judgements about his character, he couldn’t remember them—he hadn’t exactly been paying close attention to Jaeyoung at the time.


  His chest throbbed 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 all kinds of 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 the man, who was sitting two seats away. Spineless, Sangwoo determined, giving the stranger a quick assessment.


  As soon as the bartender placed his next drink in front of him, Sangwoo swiveled back forward 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 Sangwoo.


  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 that he was the type to trip a stranger on purpose. He got some bonus points for being tall, having a round earring dangling from one earlobe, and a tattoo on his neck—but still, 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.”


  But the man seemed entirely uninterested in listening. He didn’t flinch or hesitate even for a moment 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: 9:41 p.m.


  His eyes widened. Somewhere between the drinks, he’d completely missed the deadline.


  When he unlocked the screen, the notifications came flooding in.Thirty-six missed calls. Six new messages.


  Panicking, Sangwoo opened his inbox.




  


  [Jaeyoung SB ♨: already asleep? feeling sick??] 8:42 PM


  [Jaeyoung SB ♨: im outside can u open the door] 8:44 PM


  [Jaeyoung SB ♨: lol whatchu doing in yeonseokdong?] 9:02 PM


  [Jaeyoung SB ♨: is your phone off???] 9:03 PM


  [Jaeyoung SB ♨: saangwoo-yaaa] 9:06 PM


  [Jaeyoung SB ♨: where the hell are u] 9:30 PM


  


  Sangwoo hadn’t meant to make him worry. It was just…the alcohol had loosened him up. There wasn’t a single clock in the bar, and he had just turned his phone back on.


  All those things made for 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 fucking do right now, Sangwoo-ya? Huh?”


  Jaeyoung’s words were so cold and sharp, Sangwoo found himself speechless.


  “Seriously, what the fuck?!”


  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 in that goddamn bar?”


  “You ghosted me. I tried calling, and you never picked up.”


  “So you wore the clothes I bought and went to fuck someone else?!”


  Each word landed like a blow, thick with anger. Sangwoo stayed silent. If he said no, he’d be lying. If the irritating man who’d spoken to him earlier had been his type, he might’ve asked for his number.


  “What, cat got your tongue?”


  “You were giving me mixed signals, so I figured I’d explore other options,” Sangwoo replied. It was the sentence Yoona 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.


  “Fuck… Maybe I’ve been way too good to you. You think I’m some kind of spineless fucking idiot? Well? Do you?!”


  “Stop swearing at me. It’s…it’s vulgar.”


  “Just 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, Sangwoo-ya.”


  Jaeyoung paused, then spat out his next words like venom.


  “Look, I’m about to lose my fucking mind. Just tell me where you are.”


  Yoona 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? 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. Jang Jaeyoung. 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 jerk. You suck.”


  “Choo Sangwoo…”


  “You’re going to leave anyway. You have no right to… Big fucking baby…”


  “Where the fuck are you? Tell me!”


  “Don’t yell at me!”


  Anger surged through him, so powerful he saw red. But just as 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 bartop. 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.


  Just then, a cocktail glass came into view. 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 just 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. Just the thought of finishing it made him feel sick to the stomach. He slumped bonelessly against the bartop, but his suffering grew even worse when Jaeyoung’s voice started echoing in his mind.


  Fucking 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 ass just itching for it, 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. But look at me now, Sangwoo thought wryly, feeling oddly amused.


  “You’ve got a cute smile. You should show it off some more.”


  Just like that, 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?”


  Just shut the fuck up.


  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. Just 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 along with his receipt.


  “You gave me your ID,” 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 forward, but his legs soon 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 while they’d been killing time in the studio. It had also played in the car as they drove along the Han River just four days ago.


  Sangwoo-ya, Jaeyoung’s voice rang out in his mind.


  Sangwoo’s face twisted. He felt like he was about to cry.


  Sangwoo-ya.


  He couldn’t even remember why they’d fought in the first place.


  Sangwoo-ya.


  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 just…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 just kept walking wherever his feet took him.


  This is so irritating… Maybe I should just call a taxi…?


  He’d already blown five days’ worth of groceries 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 to fuck, 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.”


  “You’ve been drinking.”


  “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 going home with a complete stranger… That was a pretty extreme decision.


  Well, everything’s 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 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 all at once. He had grown slightly fond of those smells as of late, but this time they made him recoil.


  “There’s a truckload of guys who became totally obsessed after a single night with me. Just 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?”


  “Just 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 clenched his eyes shut, only to hear a mocking snicker.


  “So cute.”


  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. 


  All sorts of 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 all 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 Jang Jaeyoung?


  “Damn, you’re turning me on. Mind if I bang you right here?”


  “What a strange thing to say… I’m not a drum.”


  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.”


  “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 all that?”


  “Like I said, you’re not my type.”


  “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 ’cause I called you cute?”


  I’m running my mouth? Sangwoo thought wryly. You’re the one who’s all talk and can’t even kiss properly. Frankly, he’d be willing to shell out another martini’s worth of money just to get 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. Never have.”


  The man grabbed his wrist from behind and yanked hard, spinning him around. Sangwoo scowled at him just seconds before he realized a fist was flying right at his face. He ducked just 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 fucking freak, 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 still milling about.


  Witnesses. Good.


  Across the street, Sangwoo saw the familiar blue of a police station sign. Relief hit him in a wave—one strong enough to trick him into letting his guard down.


  “Get back here, you psycho freak!”


  Just 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 just come with me when I was still playing nice.”


  “There’s a police station right there.”


  “Great. I’ll just 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 threw 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 into something 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 son of a bitch!”


  The man’s shouting sounded fuzzy to Sangwoo’s ears, fatigue dulling his senses.


  I’m too tired for this. Just 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 hit wouldn’t make a difference. Honestly, if the asshole got forced to pay a fine, it would probably make him feel better.


  Choi Yoochoi… 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 the day off his calendar entirely, he would have.


  Jang Jaeyoung, you son of a bitch…


  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, Sangwoo 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 terrifying.


  And he was staring straight at Sangwoo.
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  Black


  It was hard to explain, but Jaeyoung was convinced that lately Choo Sangwoo 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 just taken his first steps.


  He’d allowed himself to believe they were something resembling lovers…like a fucking idiot!


  “If you’re out of milk, you either change your diet 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 Yoona 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 a dumbass 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 the things his ex-girlfriends had said to him during a number of particularly messy breakups.


  “You only dated me for sex.”


  “You’re a total piece of shit.”


  “Did you ever 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 some tragic heroine now, talking about true love and shit?”


  Oh, the fucking irony, to be at the receiving end of those words now…


  To be fair, you did give him all sorts of 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 Choo Sangwoo 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 kinda pissed him off that Sangwoo was so confident that he could live just fine without him. He could fucking 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.


  


  [Baby: I miss you. Can we meet up tonight?] 09:00 p.m.


  


  Even 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 plume 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 just 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 just 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 fucking ears if he had to. Anything to make sure he knew they weren’t just friends with goddamn benefits.


  But when Jaeyoung had arrived at the studio, he had found it empty. All his anticipation had turned to disappointment.


  Still there had been Sangwoo’s apartment left to try, so he’d given him a call. But as usual, Sangwoo hadn’t answered his phone.


  Jaeyoung had gone anyway. And after hovering briefly outside, staring up at Sangwoo’s dark window, he’d gone all the way up to unit 402 and pressed his ear to the door.


  Worry had grown within him with each passing minute. But then the short fucking message had come from Yoona, along with a damn attachment. They’d hit him like a slap.


  It had almost been 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 under a load of jealousy and anxiety.


  At first, he’d scoffed. There’s no way he’s actually going out, he’d thought. I bet he’s just gonna head to a restaurant or some shit.


  But that had been more wishful thinking than anything. In the end, he’d had no choice but to fall into the role Yoona 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 even resorted to calling Yoona and screaming at her through his phone, demanding to know what she’d do if something happened to Sangwoo because she’d decided to be nosy.


  By the time he’d finally gotten a lead on Sangwoo’s whereabouts, it’d been 2 a.m. Apparently, he was at a bar Jaeyoung had been to a few times prior… But even after 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 in a corner, gotten completely wasted, and staggered out.


  Jaeyoung had done the only thing he could: scour the streets at two o’clock in the morning. 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 in the smack-dab middle of it? Sangwoo—locked in a wrestling match with some thug.


  The second he saw Sangwoo, 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 just 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 all this time or calmly ask why he’d been fighting on the street?


  All of 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. Still, 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.


  All the longing Jaeyoung had bottled up, all the 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.


  Jaeyoung had fully stepped onto the stage Yoona had set for him, dressed in a raiment of jealousy and dread. His head spun with fury. He couldn’t say a word—he just 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 at all. In fact, they’d already passed the city tollgate.


  “This is not 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, nowhere to be found.


  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 just to check if there was a damn hickey anywhere else.


  After a long silence, Sangwoo suddenly spoke again. “I want to get out.”


  “Don’t care. Shut the fuck up like I told you.”


  “I want. To get. Out.”


  Sangwoo unlocked the door despite the fact that the car was still speeding down the highway. Startled, Jaeyoung locked it again, but Sangwoo stubbornly kept unlocking it.


  The fifth time, Jaeyoung snapped.


  “For fuck’s sake, stop!”


  His roar was so loud it echoed inside the car.


  Sangwoo finally pulled his hand away from the door. His left hand, still 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 now 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 whole 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 bullshit 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 just refused to see it. But if that was really how Sangwoo felt, then their relationship really was pretty black and white.


  Jaeyoung gripped the steering wheel and said very slowly, “If you don’t feel like talking, we can just do something physical instead.”


  “I’m not sure what you’re implying.”


  “Let’s just fuck. 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 fucking close to completely losing it.”


  “You have no right to dictate what I say.”


  Sangwoo reached over and tried to unlock the door again, even as Jaeyoung yelled 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 instead. Only factories and apartment buildings appeared along the dark streets as they rushed by—none of them places they could talk things through.


  Before Sangwoo could actually fling himself onto the highway like a moron, Jaeyoung pulled over to the shoulder. “Are you crazy? Do you have a fucking 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 motherfucking 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 am very drunk. 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 just 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 could barely recognize 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 his 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 Sangwoo’s 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 hickeys 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 just a pathetic loser, freaking out over a hickey some stranger had left on his fuck buddy.


  Just as tears sprang to his eyes, 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.


  Anger 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 hate.


  “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 him, 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, Choo Sangwoo had become the most incomprehensible, terrifying person in the world.


  Just when Jaeyoung thought Sangwoo had finally calmed down, he 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? Rape 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 passion-tinged 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 shit would be anything but fucking easy.


  “Just fucking answer me, or I’ll 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 just 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 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 fists clenched, glaring in Jaeyoung’s direction.


  “I tried. But it didn’t work,” Sangwoo growled.


  “Huh?”


  “You son of a bitch… You’re a piece of shit with anger issues!” Sangwoo screamed, eyes wide and angry.


  Jaeyoung—though still burning with unresolved fury—found his fire wavering in the face of a wave of disbelief and shock. Well, that’s new…, he thought. It seemed he’d driven Sangwoo to pull on 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.


  “Fucking 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 just trying to help myself while I still can.”


  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 if you just leave, Jaeyoungie-hyung? 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 he was quickly draining of energy. His hands uncurled and fell limply at his sides. He knew Sangwoo was just throwing a tantrum, like a kid who was upset about his favorite snack being out of stock, but he couldn’t even 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 all the alcohol, were full of pain and weariness. “It’s a fucking 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, Jaeyoungie-hyung? Is it even 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 just 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 fucking 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. Just 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 damn effectively when he hadn’t even meant to. And now he’d unknowingly fed Jaeyoung yet another drop, chasing away the raging thirst he’d been suffering from.


  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 by 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.


  “You’re just going to sit there? You’ve got class tomorrow.”


  Even that didn’t draw a reaction. That probably meant Sangwoo was unspeakably upset.


  “Choo Sangwoo.”


  Jaeyoung’s voice became softer, gentler.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  How else was he supposed to say that name now? A long time ago, the syllables had always been accompanied by irritation, but that felt like a distant memory.


  Still, silence.


  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 a.m. now. After all that chaos, it honestly made sense he’d passed out.


  “Can’t believe you’re asleep after all the shit you put me through…,” Jaeyoung muttered under his breath and plopped down beside him.


  For what felt like forever, he just 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 such a long time ago, he couldn’t even get mad at the guy anymore.


  Jaeyoung reached out toward Sangwoo’s face and gently stroked his cheek with the back of his hand, reminded of the first time he’d been to Sangwoo’s place—when he’d lost his temper and yelled at a similarly drunk Sangwoo. In the end, just 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 Sangwoo. 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 end of the scale.


  He stared at Sangwoo for another long moment, then gently pulled him closer. Sangwoo’s body tipped toward him bonelessly, like he was a rag doll, and Jaeyoung clutched him tight to his chest as though nothing had happened between them.


  Burying his nose in the smooth curve of Sangwoo’s neck, Jaeyoung patted Sangwoo 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—something 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.


  Just 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 just background noise when there was something else he wanted above all 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.


  “Either 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 Choo Sangwoo.


  “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 how to wait until another person was ready. 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 both been lessons worth learning.


  “Sangwoo-ya, let’s go home.”


  Jaeyoung stood, cradling Sangwoo in his arms.




  <1010>


  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 poster of a rock band in concert 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.


  But the moment he finally realized it was Wednesday, he shot up in bed.


  The clock read 11:23 a.m. If it wasn’t wrong, second period had 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 him bristle like an angry cat.


  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.


  But yesterday…that was the first time he’d ever actually felt fear.


  It wasn’t just 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 actually 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 his 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, he was probably right.


  “I have back-to-back classes. They will mark me absent for both.”


  “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.


  Just 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, all the reluctance in Sangwoo’s heart seemed to fall away. Still, he forced himself to weigh the situation carefully.


  “I’ll do my best to help you reach your goal.”


  “I’m just 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 does that last in Jaeyoung’s mind? Sangwoo wondered. But he deliberately shut down that line of thought—what was more important was evaluating Jaeyoung’s promises. And as long as he continued to refrain from swearing on his own 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 reasoning 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 fuck 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, “Just try putting yourself in my shoes, Sangwoo-ya. Remember how pissed you were back at the studio when you heard that employee had a crush on me?”


  “You do not belong to me. She was doing nothing wrong.”


  “Stop thinking about ownership for a second and focus on how you felt. And then imagine I went out and kissed another guy instead of you.”


  Just as Sangwoo’s brow began to furrow, 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 was disappointed. I was angry. And it hurt.”


  Staring solemnly into Sangwoo’s 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 still strong.


  “Personally, I never want to feel that shitty again.”


  “So you’re demanding that I 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’s ears…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 lifted up to cup the back of his head.


  “All right,” Sangwoo conceded. “Considering all 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 fringe of 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? 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. Internally, he felt like he was fracturing apart, dissolving into nothing as his world went to pieces.


  His moods had been swinging so hard lately he was even irritating himself.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  Jaeyoung’s voice was gentle, but Sangwoo didn’t answer. Instead, he burrowed deeper into his arms.


  “Do you wanna 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-ya?”


  It was the same question he’d asked Sangwoo 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 Sangwoo’s 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.


  Sangwoo stared at the tidy arrangement for a beat. “Are you a good cook?” he finally asked.


  “Oh… No. I made the soup. 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 even 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 fishing every dumpling and vegetable he could find out of 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.”


  “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.


  “Yep, you’re right.”


  “In my whole life, I’ve only skipped class without permission one other time…and 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 skip up to four times with no penalty.”


  “And how many times does this make?”


  “Today…makes four.”


  Sangwoo couldn’t help but scoff quietly. “You’re pathetic.”


  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, Jang Jaeyoung 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-ya. Rest a bit.”


  “All right. But I want to wash up first.”


  Jaeyoung obediently handed him fresh pajamas, a toothbrush, and a pair of Sangwoo’s own underwear he’d apparently stolen long ago. Sangwoo promptly carried everything to the bathroom, where he locked the door and stripped completely.


  His body ached all over, 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.


  


  When Sangwoo came out of the bathroom a short while later, Jaeyoung had moved to the living room couch and now had 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. Behind a holder full of pens and colored pencils, he could see that a few photographs were tucked away. 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 past summer’s rendition of Rashomon. 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 seen himself 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.


  I want to commit thievery, 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 sadness.


  Jaeyoung nudged the door open with his shoulder. “What are you doing, just standing there?” he said. “You should’ve lied 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.”


  “The one 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 millimeter 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 about keeping in the lines.”


  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 just sit?”


  “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: Superman. He let out a little sound of recognition.


  “You wanna watch that one?”


  “Sure.”


  In all honesty, Sangwoo didn’t care what they watched. He’d simply picked the only movie that was at all 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 Superman 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 with straight back, but his posture gradually crumbled under the influence of Jaeyoung’s touch. Eventually, he whipped around to catch Jaeyoung in the act, but he kept his eyes on the screen, looking completely innocent.


  By the time Superman 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 breath puffed against the back of Sangwoo’s neck at steady intervals as Jaeyoung wrapped both arms 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 had been the least bit complicated, he’d have been completely lost.


  Eventually, the movie hit the halfway mark. Superman was in peril, weakened by kryptonite, but Sangwoo already knew he’d overcome all 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 p.m. 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?


  Sangwoo kissed Jaeyoung, his head swimming with 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 only 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-ya…”


  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 Sangwoo 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, climbed 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 amidst their sexual intimacy.


  “Sangwoo-ya…”


  The sound of his name alone made Sangwoo ache, even 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. He hadn’t met him just for some childish, playacting kiss.


  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. “Damn… Gonna give me blue balls?”


  “I apologize. If it makes you feel better, I am 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 climb 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 pushed himself up. 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.”


  “Nuh-uh, that doesn’t work for me.” 


  “Why not?”


  “’Cause then I won’t get to be with you on your way back.”


  There was no pouting to make Sangwoo stay longer, no pushing for sex. Just a Jaeyoung with an unreadable face, standing there with car keys in hand.


  Sangwoo wordlessly rummaged through Jaeyoung’s drawers until he’d collected all 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 blanketed in silence. 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. 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 assignments.”


  “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 for him. 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 VeVen’s test file 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 all the way 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. Just 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 p.m., 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 the oracle quests, but everything else looked golden.


  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.


  


  [Me: Beta test build uploaded.] 04:33 p.m.


  [Jaeyoung SB ♨: good job mr. developer] 04:34 p.m.


  [Jaeyoung SB ♨: we should pop some champagne to celebrate] 04:34 p.m.


  [Me: Come to the studio. If you do me a favor, I’ll buy you dinner.] 04:36 p.m.


  [Jaeyoung SB ♨: better be at least a ribeye steak] 04:36 p.m.


  [Me: Fine.] 04:37 p.m.


  


  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 just 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 just 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 afternoon. He grabbed Jaeyoung’s hand and pulled him up the stairs.


  Once they were inside the studio, Sangwoo flicked on the lights.


  “Did you check it out yet?”


  “Nope. Ran straight over here. I just downloaded the file on my cell.”


  “Play it.”


  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 out 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 just 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, Choo Sangwoo.”


  “I told you I would bring your designs to life.”


  “You know…you might as well be goddamn Iron Man.”


  “I thought we’d moved past you calling me a robot.”


  “No, no, that’s not what I meant. I’m saying you’re fucking 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. Beta testing starts 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 Choi Yoona’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. Just 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.




  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.”


  “Yep, they work for me. Just give 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, Choo Sangwoo.”


  “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 all entitled to our own opinions, I guess.”


  Deleting the blurry screenshot of a Gomoku 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 with whom he’d been partnered were divested of all their stylization—they’d previously been underlined, italicized, and bolded—and aligned to the left.


  Sangwoo had added the extra decoration to fill all the empty space. Yet, somehow, even stripped bare, the slide no longer felt empty. It was like magic.


  “Jintae’s two years below you, right? Is he good-looking?”


  “That is 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 would not be interested in doing any of those things even without your direction.”


  Jaeyoung smirked.


  Concluding 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 would not 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 all 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 himself for hours, somehow making everything clean and perfect, was impressive. Even more than creating something from nothing.


  “Holy shit… 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 gonna 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 image?”


  “It’s a popular character. 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 going at 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 just had such a knack for simplifying elements without making each slide seem bare that he made it all look easy. All these 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 still 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.”


  “Jaeyoungie-hyung… 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 really just say that?


  His mind went blank. The joy of finishing the beta build of VeVen 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 Jang Jaeyoung? 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, wearing the most stunned expression Sangwoo had ever seen on his face.


  “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 completely 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 bag forgotten.


  “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 all the franticness 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 maybe do something even worse…


  By the time Sangwoo reached the engineering building, his legs were on fire, but he pushed himself to keep going. Ducking beneath 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 actually thought he’d gained some ground on Jaeyoung. But then a loud voice erupted from over his shoulder.


  “You’ve gotta be fucking 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 “How fucking dare you make me cuss at you! I swore to myself I wasn’t gonna talk to you like this, but you broke me in a goddamn week!”


  Sangwoo slipped behind the futsal court, trying to put a barrier between them.


  “Seriously? You’re gonna hide from me now? Come on, let’s talk!”


  Sangwoo kept jogging forward, not saying a word.


  “Why are you always fucking running from me? I swear, I’d have run a goddamn marathon 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 was going nowhere, but Jaeyoung showed absolutely no signs of giving up. He forced Sangwoo to keep pace with him for three full laps, which Sangwoo personally thought was a waste of both their energy.


  “This is fucking ridiculous,” Jaeyoung muttered at last, collapsing breathless 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’re 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 just sank to a seat, calm as ever, and stared at him through the fence of the futsal court.


  “Come over to my side,” Jaeyoung said again. “There’s something I want to say, but I don’t wanna do it like this. I kinda 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 tell you I should have never said it in the first place!”


  “If you need time to work up to it, just 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. But 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 from physical exertion—that much he could tell. 


  A short while passed in silence. Eventually, Sangwoo finally got to a place where he felt he could run again. 


  “I am 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 p.m. 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.


  “Jaeyoungie-hyung… I like you.”


  If he’d said something like “I really, really 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. But 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 19. Department store.
May 22. Sangwoo’s apartment.
May 23. Sangwoo’s apartment.
May 24. Han river. Jaeyoung’s car.
May 28. Yeonseok-dong bar.
May 29. Jaeyoung’s place.


  


  From an outsider’s perspective, the frequency of their meet-ups 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 29th, 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…in quiet company with one another. They’d eaten Jaeyoung’s cooking, laughed over meaningless photos, watched a movie, and napped side by side. Nothing more.


  Sangwoo vividly remembered 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 of all.


  “Damn it!” 


  Sangwoo slammed his fist into 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 when Jaeyoung suddenly got all solemn and serious, it 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 all day and all night. She’d folded five hundred ugly paper cranes,[1] 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, completely outdoing his sister in every single regard. He had carefully picked out clothes Jaeyoung liked and wasted his money at an overpriced bar just 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. Then the strange man he’d met in Yeonseok-dong would have sufficed as a substitute, even if he were attractive. But when he stripped away all the noise in his head, the answer was simple.


  For him, it was 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 called 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 so doomed.”


  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.


  


  [image: ]


  


  [Me: Jaeyoungie-hyung, the terms of our arrangement have ceased to work for me. I can no longer be your “friend with benefits” when I have grown attached to you emotionally as well as sexually. I have never felt this way before, and I am unsure how deeply it will affect me when you leave. It is making me incredibly anxious. I think it would be best if we stopped seeing each othe—]


  


  Delete.


  


  [Me: Jaeyoungie-hyung. This is not working anymore. Unlike what we first agreed, I have become attached to you emotion—]


  


  Delete.


  


  [Me: Jaeyou—]


  


  Delete.


  


  [Me: Sunbaenim, I have exams coming up, so I 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.] 02:31 a.m.


  [Jang Jaeyoung-sunbae, Visual Design: getting new glasses, which pair looks better?] 02:33 a.m.


  


  The message came with two photos attached. Sangwoo ignored them and shot off another text of his own.


  


  [Me: Did you read my message?] 02:34 a.m.


  [Jang Jaeyoung-sunbae, Visual Design: yep] 02:34 a.m.


  [Jang Jaeyoung-sunbae, Visual Design: 1 or 2? hurry] 02:35 a.m.


  [Me: Option one. How much are they? I broke your last pair, so I’ll pay for these ones.] 02:36 a.m.


  [Me: Hello?] 02:38 a.m.


  [Me: Tell me the price. Now.] 02:40 a.m.


  


  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, 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 deeply 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. Also, he’d skipped 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!”


  “Ryu 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 VeVen on his phone and slid it across the desk. “This is a game I am developing.”


  “Opp— I mean, Sunbae, 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 that good 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 Tetris legend at her elementary school?


  Sangwoo took five whole meal tickets from his wallet and placed them neatly in front of her.


  “Here. I will buy you dinner on top of these meal tickets. I understand you are 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.”


  


  


  


  

    [1]A practice of folding origami cranes, normally one thousand in total, as a symbolic gesture for health, luck, or peace. It started in Japan but gained popularity in Korea in the 1990s.


  




  “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…like, mechanical kinda? Actually, pretend I never said that. I’m just 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…”


  He glanced at his watch. It was already past lunchtime, but that didn’t matter much to him anymore. His schedule had already collapsed beyond repair. A few minutes early or late didn’t even count for 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 like he was holding her at gunpoint. “Yes…?”


  “I am going to administer a quiz. 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 just 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 us 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 flask 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 it. 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 spitting out,  “Oppa, no offense, but…are you stupid?”


  “My IQ is fairly high.”


  “Yeah, yeah, I know. This is just a little frustrating.”


  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 planned to leave for a long time. It is important for their career.”


  “Don’t care. 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 all the potential issues he’d have to face to achieve that goal.


  “It’s not as simple as you make it sound. What about X’s school? Or their housing, visas, and living expenses? What about the language barrier? Besides, X has their own life plans. They can’t just 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 logistics 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 just 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 is personal. I cannot 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.”


  “If that’s not dating, then what is?”


  “What a stupid question. Men can’t date.”


  “Holy crap. That’s the most ancient crap I’ve ever heard someone say.”


  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.


  Dating: An intimate relationship that blossoms between two individuals who share a degree of sexual affection.


  It was an embarrassingly explicit and clinical definition. 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 all of 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 flask 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 all over 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 still 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, Oppa?”


  “To get energy.”


  “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 a number of 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 are you still doing 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, then fast-forward in sharp, vivid flashes. Sure, they’d worked on VeVen 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 just trying to help…,” she trailed off, frowning. “Ugh, I’ve got class at one. I’m starving.”


  “Go eat, then.”


  “What am I supposed to 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 keep their ass in town. Though, honestly…I’ll bet you five hundred won they’re not going anywhere.”


  Sangwoo didn’t know what to say to that. But that was fine; 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 freaking 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.


  “Dating: An intimate relationship that blossoms between two individuals who share a degree of sexual affection.”


  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 daughter or son 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, nothing mattered anymore.


  “How can I make you feel better, Sangwoo-ya?”


  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, Jaeyoungie-hyung, Sangwoo thought to himself as he rose from his chair. Lunch 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 just a single chopstick, so he only used the spoons. A bone from the fish caught in his throat, leaving it sore.


  


  “Sangwoo-sunbaenim! Sangwoo-sunbaenim!”


  Later on that day, as Sangwoo headed to the library, someone called out to him. When he paused, an underclassman jogged up beside him, breathless.


  “Sunbaenim… 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 coffee.”


  “Of course I do! You basically carried me throughout that entire project!”


  Apparently, despite it only having been two days since they’d presented their work to the class, their grade had already been posted. 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 for my bad presentation skills. I-I’m so sorry!”


  The boy apologized again and again, but Sangwoo didn’t even 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 want 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.”


  “Aw man…”


  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.


  “Sunbaenim, 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, Sunbaenim… 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 theater 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 number of headshots.


  The first poster was of someone Sangwoo knew all too well.


  


  Notorious Pirate Francis – Jang Jaeyoung


  


  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. Could get some hate for that.”


  “He’s still first in order of appearance. But seriously, what are we gonna do next semester without him? Ugh…”


  They continued chatting as if Sangwoo were invisible, only finally glancing over at him after a number of minutes had passed.


  “Sorry, we’re sold out.”


  “Why?”


  “Huh…? I mean, we just 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. Just 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 next semester,” 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” sticker 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 just in case the poster was damaged in the future, but just as he was about to press the button to trigger the shutter, the screen shifted.


  


  Incoming call from Jang Jaeyoung-sunbae, Visual Design!


  


  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.


  


  [Jang Jaeyoung-sunbae, Visual Design: i need ur ssn] 02:22 p.m.


  


  Sangwoo frowned.


  


  [Me: For what purpose?] 02:23 PM


  [Jang Jaeyoung-sunbae, Visual Design: making an account for a porn site] 02:23 p.m.


  [Jang Jaeyoung-sunbae, Visual Design: jk it’s for funding so hurry] 02:23 p.m.


  


  “Funding? What funding?” Sangwoo muttered, confused. They’d agreed from the very beginning to split costs themselves. There had never been any mention of funding.


  


  [Jang Jaeyoung-sunbae, Visual Design: cmon this is urgent!!!!] 02:24 p.m.


  


  The simple act of exchanging texts with Jaeyoung was painful, so Sangwoo didn’t put up much resistance before sending his Social Security number. 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.


  


  [Jang Jaeyoung-sunbae, Visual Design: any certificates? maybe like korean history, an excavator license??? TOEIC???] 02:26 p.m.


  [Me: Industrial Engineer, OCJP, Linux Master.] 02:27 p.m.


  [Jang Jaeyoung-sunbae, Visual Design: no TOEIC??] 02:27 p.m.


  [Me: No.] 02:28 p.m.


  [Jang Jaeyoung-sunbae, Visual Design: wtf why don’t you have TOEIC?] 02:28 p.m.


  


  What is his problem? Sangwoo gripped his phone tightly, irritation flaring.


  


  [Me: I am not graduating this year. I have no reason to take the TOEIC yet. Why are you even asking in the first place?] 02:29 PM


  [Jang Jaeyoung-sunbae, Visual Design: there’s a field for it when submitting to the apps store] 02:29 p.m.


  [Me: I think you’re mistaken.] 02:30 p.m.


  [Jang Jaeyoung-sunbae, Visual Design: nope def saw it frfr] 02:30 p.m.


  [Me: Send me a screenshot.] 02:30 p.m.


  [Jang Jaeyoung-sunbae, Visual Design: don’t have time for that i’m busy] 02:31 p.m.


  


  Once again, Jaeyoung was acting in a bizarre manner. Why request someone else’s SSN? Why 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.


  


  [Jaeyoung SB ♨: u were in my dreams last night] 3 weeks ago


  [Jaeyoung SB ♨: totally nakeddd] 3 weeks ago


  


  What a pervert.


  


  [Freeloader 3: lets talk today] 5 weeks ago


  [Freeloader 3: grab me an americano on the way? ;)] 5 weeks ago


  


  Lazy bum.


  


  [Freeloader 3: call me pls i gotta graduate] 4 months ago


  [Freeloader 3: hellooooo??? lets talk] 4 months ago


  [Freeloader 3: u break ur fingers or something???] 4 months ago


  


  Completely ridiculous.


  After reading the oldest message, Sangwoo lowered his phone with a sigh.


  “I’m sure using proper grammar breaks his fingers…”


  A bitter smile tugged at his lips.


  


  [image: ]


  


  Before Sangwoo knew it, the day of the play had arrived.


  It was the Friday before exams, which meant the library was crammed with students. But right outside the Culture Hall, a large crowd was gathered—all students waiting for the theater club’s performance.


  Sangwoo arrived two hours early and left his phone number with a club member, asking to be notified if any tickets became available. Then he lingered nearby, skeptical that the student would do what he’d asked.


  Thirteen minutes before the show began, a few students came up to ask about available seats, but no one said they couldn’t make it.


  I’m sure I can get one, Sangwoo thought, refusing to give up hope. He knew his optimism was completely baseless, but he clung to it anyway, scanning the line for anyone who might return their tickets last minute. He even tried sending silent pleas in various people’s directions.


  At eight minutes to showtime, he was growing increasingly restless. The club members had already begun checking tickets and letting people inside. 


  As Sangwoo watched the black tickets being torn at the entrance, his heart shredded with them.


  I wish I could be one of them, holding my own ticket…


  Still, he stayed nearby. People entered in pairs, laughing, chatting, not a single person looking ready to give up their ticket.


  Now it was three minutes before showtime. But Sangwoo didn’t leave—he refused to believe his luck had run out. And why shouldn’t he, when he’d never failed to obtain something he truly wanted? Missing the original sale had been a matter of poor timing, but an eleventh-hour miracle could make up for it.


  I want to see Jaeyoungie-hyung in that play. I have to.


  His gaze returned again and again to the first photo on the cast list. Jaeyoung in a tousled wig, a fake beard, a crooked pirate hat, arrogant eyes glaring down at the viewer as the tip of his tongue barely poked between his lips. He could’ve sketched it from memory.


  Time ran out. The last of the people in the line went in, and staff cleared the area, taking posters down as they went.


  Sangwoo stepped forward, blinking in disbelief. A male student managing the entrance gave him a strained smile.


  “Ha… You’re still here? Sorry, no extra tickets.”


  “Not a single one?”


  “Nope.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you completely sure?”


  “Yes.”


  The student’s answer never changed. He seemed completely certain.


  Sangwoo blinked wordlessly, dumbfounded. He’d missed the show. And on top of that, he’d missed it because he’d failed to prepare in advance.


  It was the objective truth. But for some reason, he couldn’t accept it.


  I want to see you on stage, Hyung. Why can’t I go in?


  The Culture Hall, a building he didn’t even know existed on campus until recently, loomed in front of Sangwoo, suddenly tall and intimidating. All the doors and windows were shuttered.


  There was no way inside. None.


  


  Sangwoo kept standing there until the club members had finished up packing and left. The night felt even colder when they were gone.


  He walked back toward the library and unlocked his bike from the rack. Darkness was falling, light fading. It was part of the world’s natural cycle, caused by the spinning of the stars. But for some reason, tonight, it made Sangwoo’s skin prickle. He pedaled fast through the dim streets.


  I should have bought a ticket early, obtained one through unethical means, or offered to buy one from the people standing in line for ten times the listed price.


  So his brain told him, but there was nothing Sangwoo could do about it now. Regret crashed over him. The thought of all that time he’d wasted doing absolutely nothing only furthered his self-hatred.


  By the time Sangwoo neared his apartment building, sweat had plastered his black T-shirt to his back. He secured his bike in its appropriate place and trudged through the glass door. It had only been a few days since he’d bothered to check his mailbox, but it was overflowing with advertisements.


  “Damn it, I said no flyers…”


  He yanked down a handful of crumpled ads. After some searching, he found the envelopes for his utility bills and headed upstairs.


  Once he got into his apartment, Sangwoo promptly tossed all the flyers into his recycling bin and began checking the bills. The last envelope, however, had no printed address—just a barely legible scrawl in the corner that read Choo Sangwoo.


  All his mail slipped from his hands and tumbled to the floor. His pulse pounded in his ears. Carefully, he leaned down, picked up that final envelope, and tore its flap open.


  “Oh…”


  Inside lay a black rectangular ticket and a Polaroid. Sangwoo’s hands shook as he flipped the ticket over. It was for tonight’s show. A front-row seat.


  His face crumpled. The Polaroid showed Jaeyoung in costume, meeting the camera with his usual confident gaze. On the back, there was a short note: I know you’re busy with exams, but it’d be nice to have you there. I only appear for five minutes in the beginning, so you can leave after that if you want.


  It seemed like Jaeyoung’s grammar was only lacking when it came to text messages. Sangwoo read the words again and again, his eyes stinging. Tears dotted the paper, but he quickly wiped them away with his sleeve.


  It’s too late, Hyung.




  No matter how hard Sangwoo tried to stop them, the tears kept coming.


  He knew regret was pointless and that he couldn’t turn back time, but he couldn’t stop himself from wishing he’d checked his damn mailbox earlier. It was entirely his own fault that he’d missed the chance to see Jaeyoung dressed as a pirate striding confidently across the stage. It was infuriating.


  His weeping turned his features into a messy flood of snot and tears. No amount of tissues helped. And against this unfamiliar malfunction of his body, Sangwoo found he had no defense.


  I’m an idiot. A complete, total idiot.


  It took a long time for his mind to return to its usual orbit, but once it did, he went to the bathroom and splashed his face before downing half a liter of the icy water in one breath. His chest rose and fell with ragged gasps.


  When he lifted his head, his eyes burned with a cold fury.


  But…I know how to learn from failure.


  Just as a triangle’s angles always added up to the same sum, a minor slipup always became a major problem when the scale of something was increased. The events of the day proved as much.


  Sitting around and moping was no longer an option. If he was bawling his eyes out over missing a single play, he would be a complete disaster when Jaeyoung left the country for good.


  Sangwoo reduced the situation to variables, hoping to view things more objectively.


  


  1. X prefers being in close proximity to Y. However, X and Y will soon be separated by a significant geographical distance. How would you solve this issue?
        A. Stop Y from moving.
        B. Move X to Y’s location.
        C. Force X to get used to Y’s absence.


  


  When he replaced the variables with names, Sangwoo was startled to realize two of the solutions he came up with were exactly the same as what Jihye had already suggested. Still, the first remained impossible. Jaeyoung was going to study abroad, and that wasn’t something Sangwoo could change, nor did he want to.


  That left the second solution. But…what about X’s own schooling? Would he be able to secure a place to live, a visa, and enough money to move? And what about the language barrier?


  X had a plan for his life as well. It wasn’t something that could just be altered overnight.


  Sangwoo marched over to his computer with the rigid precision of a soldier, powered it on, and sat down. Search terms appeared and vanished as his fingers moved quickly over the keys: US visa types, US exchange programs, US study abroad requirements, price of plane tickets from Korea to the US, US cost of living. Within an hour, he had three pages of notes.


  Still, there was no true certainty or confidence behind all his planning. The life trajectory he’d laid out for himself so carefully—graduate in a year, join the company of his choice, marry at thirty—had suddenly been tainted with an unknown variable.


  Living abroad next semester was something that had never entered his mind before, but Sangwoo’s hands still flew across the keyboard with a blazing desperation.


  His actions didn’t stem from a need to achieve his dreams or a desire for success. They were simply born from the clumsy arithmetic of someone hopelessly in love.


  An exchange program is the only possibility, Sangwoo decided as he scanned his search results. But even that was an uncertain goal. Of his university’s programs, only two were in the same state Jaeyoung would be headed to, and the deadline for admission had already passed for one of them. The other option remained, but it required a TOEIC score to be submitted within the next three days.


  Damn it!


  Frustration and anxiety surged within Sangwoo’s chest. There was no realistic, legal way for him to move to the US within a month. It would take half a year at the very least.


  Biting his lip in dismay, he tried altering option B slightly. 


  


  B. Move X to Y’s location in six months.


  


  It didn’t seem much of a solution anymore. Even if he managed to endure such a long wait, how Jaeyoung would react to him suddenly appearing overseas was a giant question mark.


  Now that I think about it, we never even discussed this topic, Sangwoo realized. Every time the subject had arisen, Jaeyoung had dodged the question.


  Until now, that hadn’t mattered much because Sangwoo simply took what he wanted and refused what he didn’t. Since Jaeyoung had always been a constant, not a variable, it had meant Sangwoo could just work around him instead of trying to convince him of something or bargain with him.


  Jaeyoung was a nuisance, a skilled designer, and the perfect outlet for his sexual desires, but…


  Sangwoo’s face twisted.


  “Honestly, you’re the most self-centered asshole I’ve ever met! How come you never even try to consider my perspective?”


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


  But had he ever once asked Jaeyoung what his plans for the future were? What was going on in his head? How he felt about him? Why he agreed to develop VeVen together? Why he slept with him? Why he smiled at the sight of Sangwoo?


  Why he kept coming back?


  The answer was obvious: No. Jaeyoung’s thoughts, desires, his plans for when he went to study abroad, his thoughts on marriage… Before, none of it had interested Sangwoo.


  Now, he was dying to know. The unknown variable of Jaeyoung’s feelings was twisting and tangling his clean logic. Though he was ready to act, that single bit of uncertainty was enough to stop him cold.


  The data he’d collected told him that Jaeyoung was an impatient, quick-tempered, easily bored, and generally unserious creature. Sure, he might seem sincere in his feelings for Sangwoo now, might really feel he was in love, but what about six months from now? Would he be able to wait?


  “He just gets tired of girls quickly. And honestly, I don’t think he’s ever taken dating that seriously.”


  According to Yoona, Jaeyoung’s relationships over the past five years had rarely lasted more than three months. The statistics predicted failure, even if he somehow managed to convince Jaeyoung to date him.


  What if he changed the course of his entire life, only to arrive in the US and find himself discarded? What if Jaeyoung had found someone else by then and didn’t even want him anymore?


  This is too hard, Hyung.


  Sangwoo pressed his head into his hands, caught between his mental equations and an incoming tide of dread. Option B was right within his reach, but he couldn’t bring himself to take it. The data he’d compiled, current circumstances, and his plans for the future allowed for only one solution:


  


  C. Force X to get used to Y’s absence.


  


  He was right back at square one.


  He just needed to accept that these four months he’d spent with Jaeyoung were an outlier, a bright red spike in his otherwise steady line graph of life. Sure, it was possible he’d remember this period as the most intense, happy time of his life, but his line wouldn’t plunge down and off the page just because Jaeyoung was gone.


  When a supply of something was cut off, the rational act was to reduce demand until it wasn’t needed anymore. And unlike food or water, Jaeyoung was not a necessity. Doing so shouldn’t be an impossible task.


  Sangwoo shut down his computer, took the Polaroid Jaeyoung had left him in his hand, and lay down in his bed. Sadness sank him down into the mattress, heavy and dark, but he didn’t have the energy to cry. He just stared at the photo.


  He had always believed himself a black mamba—fearless, efficient, and unstoppable. Others stumbled, but he did not. He could do everything that others couldn’t as long as he put his mind to it.


  Or so he’d thought.


  “You think I’m a robot without any feelings, Hyung?”


  Jaeyoung liked to joke that he was a supercomputer, a rice cooker, a machine. But that detachment had always been his greatest strength. While others wasted themselves on useless emotion, he kept on task.


  “Although…not anymore.”


  Once, he’d lived like Superman, dauntless and invincible. But the kryptonite named Jang Jaeyoung had stripped him bare of his defenses, leaving him painfully, achingly human.


  He held the gaze of the Jaeyoung in the photo for a long moment, then kissed it lightly.


  


  [image: ]


  


  Without a doubt, the next week was the worst time of Sangwoo’s life—in every single sense of the phrase. He couldn’t remember any other semester where he’d been so unprepared for a test, but exams still came and went at a brutal speed.


  During the last semester of his second year in middle school, he’d had a fever for five whole days and still scored first in his class. And during the first semester of his first year in high school, he’d done the same despite having to attend his grandmother’s funeral the day before his tests. Even in college, his record had been completely flawless except for the one disgraceful A- in Chinese 101.


  If only I could erase this semester from my life…


  If there was a silver lining to be found, it was that he’d limited himself to five classes so he could work on Veggie Venturer. His foundational knowledge had been enough for him to answer most of the exam questions for his major courses, but Chinese 201 was a probable failure, and Pop Culture and Cultural Theory a certain one.


  The option to compare answers with Jihye after that final exam had been there, but Sangwoo found he couldn’t be bothered. Instead, he aimlessly drifted toward the dining hall, releasing a long sigh. His mind had gone cold and dark, but the sun still shone brightly above him, red and insistent. It reminded him of a certain someone.


  Tilting his head back, Sangwoo let the sun beam warmth down on his face. For a long time, he lingered there.


  How am I supposed to stop needing Jaeyoung when even the sky reminds of him?


  A bitter smile twisted his lips. His supply had long since been cut off, yet the demand refused to waver. Just yesterday, he’d wasted hours of time convincing himself to permanently delete the Jang Jaeyoung folder, only to change his mind and waste even more time recovering all the files.


  Even before that, he’d gone so far as to push his studies aside to scour the internet for advice, searching things like “how to get over a crush” and “how to move on from someone.” But though he’d dutifully followed all the recommendations he’d found, the results had been disappointing. No matter what he ate, how long he slept, what music he listened to or movies he watched, he couldn’t seem to erase the need for Jaeyoung from his life.


  Perhaps…I’ll never be able to move on.


  The internet swore that time healed all wounds, but Sangwoo refused to believe a bunch of strangers online had ever endured a pain as great as he was currently experiencing. To call such a thing “normal” or even “common” seemed absurd.


  He aimlessly drifted past the dining hall, only for his eyes to land on a red sign ten meters ahead. It was like the entire campus had been scattered with things to remind him of Jaeyoung. It sent his mind flickering back to that day in Engineering Math 2 when he’d scribbled on Jaeyoung’s nose with a black marker. 


  His heart ached.




  Eventually, Sangwoo’s feet brought him to a familiar restaurant. He walked in without thinking, then claimed the same table he and Jaeyoung had sat at before and ordered the same pizza. Everyone else in the place had company, but Sangwoo ate the entire spicy, salty pepperoni pie by himself.


  After paying, he headed to the school convenience store for his usual coffee. He passed the snack, ramyun, and ice cream aisles and reached a row of three refrigerators. But though the cans of Black Holic sat on the fifth shelf of the third fridge, his eyes were drawn to the second shelf instead.


  For a long moment, he glared at the bright red can sitting there with angry eyes, as if it had committed some sort of crime against him. Eventually, though, he gave in and opened the fridge to grab one for himself. When he plopped the thing in front of the cashier, they gave him a strange look, like he’d just sprouted a second head.


  Sangwoo proceeded to wander around campus, sipping at the disgustingly sweet soda as he went. He didn’t bother to check the time and kept to a slow, casual pace.


  When he finished the drink, he tossed the empty can into a bin in front of the student center before letting his feet carry him toward the college’s main gate.


  On the wide lawn nearby, a few students were sprawled across the grass, relaxing in the sun. The sight didn’t feel as strange to Sangwoo as it had the first time he’d seen it. He watched them for a moment before stepping onto the grass himself.


  He sat down awkwardly in the middle of the lawn, cross-legged. Not far away, a girl lay on her back with a book covering her face. Breathing in the scent of freshly cut grass, he ignored her and watched as a white butterfly drifted past.


  A long moment passed. Sangwoo found himself thinking, Why not go a bit further?


  Slowly, he set his backpack on the ground and lay back against it, feeling a little awkward. But it wasn’t long before he found himself relaxing. The position was surprisingly comfortable.


  A moist, early summer breeze swept across him as he removed his black cap and rested it on his stomach, letting his bangs stir in the wind.


  “Piányi piányi tài piányi…”


  Sangwoo’s eyes followed the clouds drifting in the blue sky, then slowly slipped shut. It was an objectively beautiful day, but that wasn’t enough to lift the weight from his chest. In all honesty, though, the weather was so pleasant that even his misery seemed trivial for a moment.


  Practically melting into the grass, Sangwoo began listing all the emotions he’d gone through over the past four months. In the very beginning, when Jaeyoung had shown up to their meeting forty minutes late, there had been anger. That had quickly been followed by frustration, confusion, injustice, mistrust, and even hatred.


  Shortly after that encounter, Jaeyoung had started acting unexpectedly kind—buying him meals, sketching him little drawings, and helping him with the Chinese skit. In Sangwoo’s head, he’d still been nothing more than another upperclassman, but his guard had gradually started slipping around him little by little.


  Back then, he’d thought the constant racing of his heart was caused by anger. And when Jaeyoung had whispered into his ear at the library, leaving him painfully aroused, he’d just assumed something was wrong with his body.


  When had their “relationship” truly begun? While they were making the game together, perhaps? It was true that, ever since they’d started working on Veggie Venturer, he’d felt perpetually subsumed in some strange thrill. His pulse had never seemed to stop racing, sending his blood rushing slipshod through his veins.


  More often than not, he’d found himself laughing at Jaeyoung’s jokes. Then there had been the countless kisses; the firm, warm hugs; the movie date where Jaeyoung had looked impossibly handsome; the sexual intercourse that had introduced Sangwoo to a pleasure he’d never known before; the aimless walks meant not for reaching a destination but for strolling along side by side; the basketball games where the process had mattered much more than the outcome; and the long drives where the view inside the car had been more captivating than the dazzling city lights outside.


  Jaeyoung was just as colorful as the clothes he wore. He had painted Sangwoo’s world with turquoise excitement, violet pleasure, indigo accomplishment, golden happiness, and crimson passion. But he’d also flooded it with livid green jealousy, caustic yellow fear, flat gray worry, seething white terror, and abyssal black despair.


  And now, here he was, hopelessly drenched in Jaeyoung’s colors.


  I miss him.


  It was the same thought that had been haunting Sangwoo perpetually for the past ten days. Still, he knew there was no use in racking his brain over their situation again. Life wasn’t a game—there were no miracles, no magic.


  …Not that that stopped him from whispering a conjuring spell inside his head.


  I miss him so much.


  Of course, nothing happened. Sangwoo sighed in dismay—just in time for a shadow to fall over his face. Annoyed, he opened his eyes.


  “Hey. Where the hell have you been?”


  It was a miracle.


  Jaeyoung stood above him, sun glowing at his back, clad in jeans and a white T-shirt. A familiar red jersey was hooked casually over one finger, and a pair of thin, round, steel-rimmed glasses were perched on his nose. The metal of his three ear piercings gleamed.


  Sangwoo blinked a few times, half expecting Jaeyoung to vanish, but he didn’t go anywhere.


  “Nǐ hǎo,” he said dazedly.


  “Damn, your pronunciation still hasn’t improved a bit. Did you learn anything this semester?”


  Jaeyoung was acting like nothing had happened, like they hadn’t been apart for twelve whole days. Sangwoo tried to force himself into appearing similarly nonchalant as he glared up at the sky, but he couldn’t stop his heart from pounding. It was so loud he couldn’t help but worry that Jaeyoung might hear it, too. 


  After a moment, Jaeyoung dropped down beside him with a thud. “So I’ve got some good news and some bad news. Which one should I hit you with first?”


  “Neither.”


  “The good news is that I’m moving.”


  “Great.”


  A long finger reached out and flicked Sangwoo’s forehead. “Remember how I didn’t get to graduate because of you? That screwed up my lease, too.”


  “How is that my fault? You are the one who wanted to pass a class without properly attending the lectures.”


  “Ah, you never change…”


  Jaeyoung chuckled under his breath. Sangwoo stubbornly refused to look over at him, but he could still feel a corresponding chemical reaction rippling through his body. He scowled and shut his eyes.


  “What’s the bad news?”


  “The bad news is…I’ve decided you’ve gotta help me move.”


  “I refuse. Do I look like I have a job at a moving company to you? Plus, I don’t work for free. Now, if you’ll excuse me—”


  “Come on, it’s not like you have any more exams to study for. And if you help me out, I’ll buy you dinner…”


  “No.”


  “I’ll buy you a drink, too.”


  “Not interested.”


  “Then…I’ll give you a kiss.”’


  Sangwoo opened his mouth to turn him down a fourth time, but nothing came out. He whipped his head to the side, only to find Jaeyoung staring at him with a shameless smirk on his face.


  Sangwoo wanted to curse at him, maybe even yell, but what left his lips instead was something completely different.


  “I require…a security deposit.”


  Jaeyoung scoffed. The expression was so handsome, so dazzling, that Sangwoo’s chest throbbed sharply.


  A long silence passed between them before Jaeyoung realized he’d been being serious. A slight frown dented his lips.


  “Like…here? Right now?”


  “Yes.”


  “I mean, I’ll be outta here soon enough, but do you really want the whole school to know you kissed a guy?”


  “I don’t care.”


  “Just wait until later.”


  “No. I want it now. Since when are you Mr. Considerate?”


  Jaeyoung leaned back with an incredulous sigh, glanced around, then suddenly bent down. The red jersey whooshed over both their heads, turning Sangwoo’s world crimson. 


  Leaning in closer, Jaeyoung closed his eyes and tilted his head slightly, pausing just before their mouths touched. And then, with a single swipe of his tongue along Sangwoo’s bottom lip, he captured Sangwoo’s lips with his own.


  Sangwoo froze, breathless, his heart hammering. Even though he’d been the one to demand the kiss, now that it was actually happening, he couldn’t even think straight.


  After a moment, the jersey lifted, and sunlight flooded back in. The kiss had been short and stained in crimson, but Sangwoo was only left with the faint smell of vanilla.


  “You can be a bit too bold sometimes,” Jaeyoung muttered, still hunched over slightly. His head was turned away, but his neck and ears were bright red.


  “Let’s go. I’ll help you move,” Sangwoo mumbled and rose to his feet.


  Even though he’d technically been paid, he found he wasn’t particularly happy about the current situation. He’d planned to avoid Jaeyoung altogether, burying himself in code over break and hiding away at home, hopefully smothering his feelings with distance. That was why he’d suggested all their future meetings be remote.


  As always, Jaeyoung had blown apart his plans like a stick of dynamite.


  


  When they arrived at Jaeyoung’s apartment, Sangwoo found it filled with half-packed boxes, most of the big furniture already gone.


  He immediately launched into his task, silent and efficient, and Jaeyoung let him go. It was almost as if he really was a random underclassman Jaeyoung had called in to help.


  Sangwoo packed the colorful, vibrant piles of clothes into boxes with practiced efficiency. Jaeyoung, meanwhile, hauled them out to the car without complaint, gathered all the trash into a single bag, and set it aside to discard later.


  By six, their work was done. Jaeyoung suggested ordering jjajangmyeon,[1] but Sangwoo decided to turn him down, wanting to leave as quickly as possible.


  “No thank you. I’d prefer to just go.”


  “Huh? But you still have to help me move everything into the new place.”


  “I believe I’ve done enough.”


  “I’ll give you another kiss?”


  Sangwoo sighed and shook his head. “It’s fine. I’ll do it for free.”


  Even one kiss had left him feeling robbed. If he indulged a second time, he knew he would spin entirely out of control and blurt out something reckless.


  Though he’d offered his services free of charge, Jaeyoung insisted on ordering tangsuyuk with two bowls of jajangmyeon.


  They stayed in separate rooms while they waited for their dinner to show up. Sangwoo paced around, pretending to tidy up, but it was only a front. He was doing absolutely nothing. As for what Jaeyoung was doing, he couldn’t tell.


  When the food finally arrived, they spread newspaper on the bare floor and started eating straight out of the plastic containers. For the first few minutes, neither of them spoke—but then Sangwoo broke the silence.


  “Where are you moving to?”


  “Jeez, now you’re asking?”


  “That’s not an answer.”


  “It’s a place closer to campus.”


  “Why that location?”


  “Just ’cause I like it.”


  “That is an acceptable reason, I suppose.”


  Sangwoo went back to his food, staring at the edge of the newspaper while forcing down a mouthful of noodles smothered in black bean sauce. He wanted to ask why Jaeyoung was even bothering with a new place if he was leaving in a month, but he chose to keep the words to himself.


  Suddenly, Jaeyoung said, “Sangwoo-ya.”


  “What?” Sangwoo spat in reply, glaring at his bowl.


  A moment later, a hand holding a tissue appeared in his line of sight. “You’ve got some sauce on your lips.”


  “Just leave it. I’ll clean myself up after I’m done.”


  “Sorry, but it’s bothering me so much I can’t eat.”


  Sangwoo’s head snapped up, his cranky eyes meeting Jaeyoung’s amused gaze. The sight sent a sudden rush of anger surging through him. Here he was, trying to put the shattered pieces of his life back together, but Jaeyoung seemed as carefree as ever. He slammed his chopsticks down into the plastic takeout container.


  “Damn, calm down. If you’re really feeling that lazy, I’ll take care of it for you.”


  Before Sangwoo could respond to that sentence, Jaeyoung leaned forward, slid his hand behind Sangwoo’s neck, and brought his face in close.


  “Wh-what are you doing?”


  Jaeyoung didn’t answer. His long lashes fluttered, his gaze fixed on Sangwoo’s mouth.


  The tissue he was holding went unused. Instead, he brushed his tongue over Sangwoo’s lips, slowly licking away the sauce himself.


  


  


  


  

    [1] A Korean-Chinese noodle dish topped with a thick black bean sauce made from a salty black soybean paste and stir-fried with pork and vegetables.


  




  Sangwoo was too stunned to react. He remained frozen, eyes wide, even as Jaeyoung traced his mouth with that wayward tongue and drew his bottom lip between his own.


  By the time Jaeyoung calmly returned to his spot and retrieved his chopsticks, Sangwoo’s heart was rampaging like a runaway train. He felt overloaded, excitement and arousal twisting into an amalgamation of anger and sorrow.


  If he’d been alone, he would’ve cried.


  “You can’t do things like that anymore,” Sangwoo ordered, scowling. He made his tone as firm as he could and left no room for a reply before pressing on. “I promised I’d help you move, so I’ll get your belongings to the new residence. But after that, I’m going home.”


  “Whatever you say.”


  “And don’t bother contacting me again. Don’t come looking for me, either.”


  He meant every single word he said, but Jaeyoung simply shrugged and ate another piece of the tangsuyuk, looking completely indifferent.


  At that point, Sangwoo had no appetite left. He left Jaeyoung there and retreated into the bedroom.


  They finished cleaning around seven. Sangwoo hauled two shopping bags of miscellaneous items to the car and crammed them into the already packed back seat. The car was full to the brim with boxes and various other pieces of luggage.


  His task done, Sangwoo climbed into the passenger seat, buckled up, and waited just long enough for Jaeyoung to settle himself before issuing a demand.


  “Give me the address. I’ll put it in the GPS.”


  “Nah, I don’t need it. I’ve been there plenty of times already.”


  “Fine.”


  Silence fell. Sangwoo stared moodily out at the passing scenery, sadness welling up in his chest like a cloud of thick smoke. The source of his suffering was sitting right beside him, but there was nothing he could do to change things. Nothing.


  I’m an idiot. A hopeless idiot.


  Sangwoo had tried everything to solve the issue at hand. And though his mother had always preached that failure was something he could learn from, that didn’t mean he found the concept of experiencing it himself any more enjoyable. In fact, he’d spent his entire life trying to avoid such an occurrence.


  In that sense, Jang Jaeyoung was the only roadblock in his life, the only trial he couldn’t overcome, no matter how hard he tried. He was an unsolvable problem, a bug he couldn’t find, no matter how long he searched through his code.


  And so, for the first time in his entire existence, Sangwoo found himself chewing the bitter pill of defeat.


  Unfamiliar streets passed by outside the car window. Their college campus cropped up next, and then some other roads he recognized. Actually…they were now traveling along the same path he biked to school every day.


  An ominous feeling settled in Sangwoo’s gut. He kept staring outside, hoping his intuition was wrong, but the vehicle didn’t deviate from the route he suspected it was going even once.


  “Sunbaenim,” he said, the words feeling like lead. “What street is it on?”


  “Eunmyeong-ro 17-gil.”


  “That’s…near my apartment.”


  “Really? That’s wild.”


  Damn it…


  If Jaeyoung lived that close to him, he’d never be able to step out of his apartment without his guard up. Even a simple grocery run would raise the possibility of them running into each other. The sheer amount of time and energy he was going to have to spend preparing for such a prospect was horrifying.


  Still, he knew he had no legal right to dictate where someone could or couldn’t live, so he shoved the frustration down.


  Sangwoo’s dismay ballooned larger and larger as they drew dangerously close to his place. All it took was the clicking of the car’s right turn signal to send him into a full-on panic.


  He glanced at Jaeyoung, but his blank face gave away nothing.


  The car turned down a narrow alley, then gradually came to a stop in front of an apartment building—Sangwoo’s apartment building.


  Sangwoo blinked in disbelief, looking between Jaeyoung and the sight waiting for him outside. “You’re living here?”


  “Yep.”


  “Which unit?”


  “402.”


  “You… You lunatic! I never gave you permission to do this!”


  He’d done everything he could think of to forget, to move on however he could, and yet here Jaeyoung was, thoughtlessly upending it all and doing as he pleased.


  Every milliliter of the anger and sorrow Sangwoo had been barely keeping in check burst out of him all at once. Face twisting, he turned on Jaeyoung with a snarl.


  “Would it kill you to consider my feelings even once?! You s-selfish jerk!”


  “I don’t have anywhere else to go. Just let me stay for a bit.”


  “Liar! You have plenty of friends you could have asked!”


  “But I don’t wanna live with any of them.”


  “What nonsense… Go sleep at a hotel instead of bothering me, then!”


  “Sangwoo-ya…”


  “Don’t. Don’t say my name like that. Don’t pretend to be nice. Don’t smile. Don’t do any of it!”


  Even though Sangwoo was shouting, fists clenched, Jaeyoung simply listened to him calmly. It was a strange situation—their usual roles had been reversed. It was almost as if Jaeyoung had infected him with his anger management issues.


  “I get where you’re coming from, but just give me until tomorrow, okay? I’ll explain everything to you then.”


  “You ‘get’ it? No, you don’t! You have no idea how hard it’s been for me, trying to distance myself from you. And now you’re nosing back in, screwing up my feelings again, and ruining my life! Actually, there’s nothing even left to ruin anymore. It’s already a wreck!”


  Strangely enough, even as Sangwoo screamed into Jaeyoung’s face, veins bulging in his neck, the psycho’s lips curved into a smile. It was like he thought this whole situation was some kind of joke.


  Something inside Sangwoo snapped.


  “Jang Jaeyoung, you deadbeat, sa—”


  “Are you sure sadist is the right word? I feel like I might actually be a masochist at this point…”


  “Whatever. Live here, then. But I’m leaving.”


  Sangwoo wrenched the car door open, hurriedly stepped out, and slammed it shut. Even as he stormed into the building, through the glass doors, and up the stairs, Jaeyoung followed behind—not that Sangwoo gave a damn. He didn’t even bother to remove his shoes once he stepped into his apartment. Instead, he grabbed a suitcase sitting in a corner and tossed it to the floor.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  “I told you not to call me that.”


  “Just hear me out. You can yell all you want. There’s no need to make things so hard.”


  Ignoring him, Sangwoo stuffed some clothes into the suitcase and threw in a couple of pairs of boxers, a toothbrush, and toothpaste. He didn’t touch his PC, but that was because he was too upset to break it down into movable pieces.


  He was leaving too much behind, but he didn’t care. He zipped up the suitcase violently and whipped around, heading for the door…where Jaeyoung was blocking his way, casually leaning on one leg. His face was calm, unreadable.


  Sangwoo tightened his grip on the suitcase handle, chest heaving. “Move,” he growled, jaw clenched.


  “No.”


  “I said move.”


  “Time’s up. I’ve waited long enough.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I held back until your exams were over so you wouldn’t blame an F on me. But now I’m done waiting.”


  “Get out of the way unless you want a bruise on your face. I will move you by force if you make me.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  The provocation was Sangwoo’s last straw. He marched over to Jaeyoung, dragging the suitcase behind him, but Jaeyoung didn’t so much as flinch at the aggression in his approach. Hands still in his pockets, he calmly set his glasses on the shoe rack.


  “All right, hit me if you want. Then we can talk.”


  It was like he knew Sangwoo wouldn’t do it—couldn’t do it.


  The quiet confidence only stoked Sangwoo’s fury. He let go of the suitcase and clenched his fists, but they felt like lead, too heavy to lift.


  I should have known better than to think I could hit him, Sangwoo thought, defeated. Frustration crashed over him as he realized he was out of options once again.


  No matter what Jaeyoung took from him or how much he trampled all over him, Sangwoo was completely helpless.


  “Close your eyes,” Sangwoo muttered.


  “Why?”


  “Just do it.”


  Jaeyoung gave him a suspicious look but still obeyed.


  Sangwoo took the moment to study this gorgeous man from head to toe, just one last time. He was the one thing Sangwoo wanted more than anything else in the world, but at the same time, he knew Jaeyoung was out of his reach.


  I’ll miss you.


  With a deep breath, Sangwoo quietly crept forward, slipping past Jaeyoung and out into the hall. By the time the door clicked shut and locked, clueing Jaeyoung into what was happening, he’d already escaped.


  The digital keypad on the door was always inoperable for a moment after locking, and Sangwoo took full advantage of that slight delay by racing down the stairs. The door slammed open behind him seconds later.


  Jaeyoung sprinted after him, his thundering footsteps echoing in the stairwell as he roared for Sangwoo to stop, but Sangwoo didn’t listen. He was already on the first floor.


  He tore out the front doors and headed straight for the main road.


  “Holy fuck… Choo Sangwoo!”


  Sangwoo didn’t look back. The very first taxi he saw on the street, he dove straight inside and slammed the door shut.


  Jaeyoung appeared at the alley’s end, sprinting toward them.


  “Lock the doors, please,” Sangwoo said breathlessly.


  A loud click rang out through the car as the taxi driver silently obeyed.


  Seconds later, Jaeyoung was frantically yanking at the handle, pounding on the car’s glass windows, and shouting angrily. Heart hammering, Sangwoo turned his head away, hoping Jaeyoung would disappear if he ignored him for long enough.


  “Get the hell out of the car!” Jaeyoung’s voice rang through the window. It felt strangely distant. “Actually, you know what? Just tell me where you’re going. Tell me!”


  When Sangwoo ignored him, the shouts grew louder. Jaeyoung struck the car with his fist.


  “Where…the fuck…are you…going?!”


  The taxi driver glanced at Sangwoo, looking uncomfortable.


  Sangwoo sighed and admitted, “I’m not sure exactly where I’m going.”


  “Sorry…?”


  “Put simply, I don’t care where we go. Please just drive.”


  “Well…all right, then.”


  As the car pulled forward, Sangwoo risked another glance at Jaeyoung, hoping to get one last look at his face. But he was gone.


  That’s odd…


  The driver’s voice pulled him out of his thoughts. “I can just go around town for thirty minutes or so and then bring you back if you want.”


  “No, I can’t come back here. Please just pick a direction and drive for ten minutes. I’ll have a location to point you to by then.”


  Arms crossed, Sangwoo sank back into the car’s seat, contemplating a great many things. What was he going to do about all the stuff he’d left behind at his apartment? All the data on his PC he hadn’t backed up yet? All the materials he needed for his classes?


  Then he saw something in the taxi’s rearview mirror that made him freeze—a white hatchback with a red roof and red mirrors. He blinked and turned around to check, convinced he was hallucinating. But unfortunately, the license plate proved a match.


  “That lunatic…”


  Was it a crime for him to want to survive, to step out of this hurricane before his life completely collapsed in a month?


  Apparently, the answer was yes because Jaeyoung seemed determined to stop him. Because the present mattered to him more. Because his own desires always came first. Because he just had to have everything he wanted.


  Sangwoo gritted his teeth. “That car with the plate ending in 7285? I need you to lose it, please,” he said, jerking his thumb at the hatchback.


  The driver laughed. “I think you’ve watched too many movies!”


  “I have not.”


  Sangwoo had hoped the driver would hit the gas after his request, but the man unfortunately turned out to be a good, law-abiding citizen—and when the taxi halted at a red light, Jaeyoung’s car slid right into the next lane. The window rolled down, and Jaeyoung shouted something at him through it, but Sangwoo and the taxi driver ignored him with all their might.


  “Let’s get on the highway. We can lose him there,” Sangwoo suggested.


  “Well, I was supposed to get off in thirty minutes…,” the driver muttered.


  “I’ll pay you double.”


  The driver’s eyes lit up. “Let’s go, then!”


  As the car sped up, Sangwoo leaned back, finally taking a second to fasten his seatbelt. He didn’t know it yet, but the chase would last two hours.




  Though he’d taken Sangwoo’s bribe, the taxi driver proved terrible at fulfilling his customer’s requests. He continued to follow the law to the letter, stopping at every single light and refusing to go even a kilometer above the speed limit.


  Sangwoo had asked him twice to drive faster, yet the car had never shown signs of doing anything but meekly creeping along, side by side with Jaeyoung’s hatchback.


  Both cars departed Seoul, locked in a quiet contest, and kept going until they found themselves all the way at the East Sea. The entire two-hour trip, the red-roofed hatchback had stubbornly remained perfectly parallel with the taxi. Jaeyoung had sometimes even rolled down his window and given Sangwoo a calm wave or two just to piss him off.


  “You know, it’d be a lot easier if you just made up with your friend. Or I can drop you at the beach so you two can fight it out like men,” the driver offered.


  “He’s not a friend,” Sangwoo replied flatly.


  But the taxi driver seemed unfazed—he’d been at the wheel a long while, and it seemed he’d decided it was time to get Sangwoo out of the car and head home.


  “Personally, I think that guy’ll chase you to the ends of the earth,” he pointed out.


  He was probably right. Sangwoo didn’t think Jaeyoung would give up, no matter how much farther they drove. But he still didn’t want to face him. Didn’t want to talk to him.


  The driver gave him an expectant look. “So…wanna stop here?”


  Sangwoo clenched his jaw, but eked out a reluctant “Fine.” He knew continuing the chase would be a useless endeavor.


  The taxi driver’s eyes lit up as he pulled off the road and punched the buttons to double the fare. The meter in front of Sangwoo leaped to an absurd figure, but he tried not to look as he paid.


  Just like that, the taxi sped off, and he was standing alone in an unfamiliar place. The wind whooshed against his face as he stared out over the unfamiliar view.


  Beyond the gray barrier of the breakwater, the beach was cloaked in dark shadows. Black waves crashed in and withdrew rhythmically, and the night sky overflowed with stars that would’ve been invisible if he’d been back in Seoul. There wasn’t even a convenience store nearby—only a shuttered gas station and a few shabby motels.


  Behind him came the sound of a car door opening, followed by footsteps.


  Left with nowhere else to run, Sangwoo just stood there, resigned. But Jaeyoung simply walked past him with his hands in his pockets, walking down the stone steps to the beach as if he were on vacation.


  Sangwoo watched as Jaeyoung shuffled over the sand, stepping over the occasional piece of seaweed. He went all the way over to where the waves could reach his feet, only to step back again, stoop down, and scoop up a rock. He hurled it far into the ocean, then tilted his head up to stare at the stars.


  Sangwoo remained where he was, silently observing. In the near total darkness, it looked almost as if faint bits of starlight were raining down on the shoulders of the person he liked most in the world.


  After a while, Jaeyoung crouched on the sand, and a red spark glowed at the end of a cigarette he’d tucked between his fingers as he lit it.


  A strong gust of wind sent Jaeyoung’s red jersey fluttering, then swept through Sangwoo’s own thin black T-shirt. The sudden chill was jarring, and Sangwoo sneezed.


  When he opened his eyes, he found Jaeyoung watching him. But the darkness obscured his face, and Sangwoo felt a sudden, fierce need to see him clearly. His legs began to move, almost of their own accord.


  He slowly walked down the stairs, and his sneakers soon sank into the soft sand. Each step drew him closer to Jaeyoung’s hunched-over body.


  The more he looked at Jaeyoung, the more a strange desire stirred in Sangwoo to embrace him. But he held himself back and instead settled down on the sand about a meter away, cross-legged, facing the scattered lights on the horizon.


  Something landed on his knee with a thud. He glanced down to see Jaeyoung’s jacket.


  “Put it on,” Jaeyoung ordered as he exhaled smoke into the sky, now only wearing a white T-shirt.


  Sangwoo tossed the jacket back, but it returned within seconds like a boomerang. After the third exchange, Jaeyoung started muttering under his breath.


  “I’m starting to get the impression you want me to put this on you myself.”


  “No, thank you.” Sangwoo quickly slipped his arms into the sleeves before Jaeyoung could tackle him.


  “You can keep it if you want,” Jaeyoung offered with a sideways glance. “Red suits you.”


  Sangwoo said nothing. The only sounds to be heard were the soft water slapping against rocks and the distant bellow of a foghorn.


  Jaeyoung was sitting right next to him, warm and solid, but to Sangwoo, it felt like he was light-years away. A sharp pang of loneliness pierced through him as he stared at the horizon. The waves rolling in and receding, the mysterious depths of the ocean, the darkness of the night… All were completely natural phenomena, but they suddenly felt terrifying.


  “This is nice,” Jaeyoung said softly. “I’ve always wanted to go on a road trip with you. Wish fulfilled, I guess.”


  Here they were, sitting in the exact same place, but their thoughts couldn’t be further apart. Everything that Sangwoo found unsettling and terrifying seemed to appear beautiful and romantic to Jaeyoung. But that was the Jaeyoung he knew—forever bright and optimistic.


  Sangwoo’s lips curved into a gentle smile. And then…something happened, something magical. Somehow, the scenery before his eyes shifted.


  The waves splashed playfully as they danced close and whished away. The ocean shimmered, full of unknown treasures, and the darkness around them whispered promises of adventure.


  It was like Jaeyoung was everywhere, imbued within every single atom of his world.


  Sangwoo’s heart began to pound at the realization. Excitement tangled with anxiety, happiness with despair, joy with sorrow. He’d never realized his own emotions could be so complex, so hard to understand.


  “Give me a cigarette.”


  It was an impulsive request. Before, he’d always thought that people who relied on cigarettes or alcohol were weaklings who leaned on substances like a crutch. But now he understood.


  “Smoking’s bad for you.”


  Sangwoo scoffed lightly. It was more than slightly absurd for Jaeyoung to say such a thing when he basically smoked every single day.


  “Hand one over.”


  Jaeyoung lit a cigarette for him, then held it out. Sangwoo stared at it for a long moment before awkwardly putting it to his mouth.


  He took a tentative puff, then let the shallow inhale back out. But though smoke left his lips, he felt nothing.


  Why in the world would anyone get addicted to this stuff? he wondered, feeling thoroughly confused.


  “You have to breathe in deep,” Jaeyoung corrected, giving him an amused smile.


  Sangwoo tried inhaling through his nose and immediately felt something sharp and painful. Erupting into a coughing fit, he doubled over, wheezing. Next to him, Jaeyoung let out a knowing snicker.


  A while later, once Sangwoo had finally managed to catch his breath, he glared down at the still-lit cigarette in his hand with teary eyes. “I can’t do anything right,” he grumbled. “I’m completely useless.”


  “You better not let the people in your department hear you saying that.”


  Sangwoo forwent a reply, too focused on scanning for a trash can. When he rose, Jaeyoung held out a hand.


  “Give it to me. I’ll toss it for you.”


  When Sangwoo just stared blankly at his palm, Jaeyoung gave him another verbal nudge.


  “I’ve got a hobby of collecting cigarette butts,” he quipped.


  “More like a hobby of making things up.”


  Jaeyoung plucked the cigarette from between his fingers and took a long drag, never breaking eye contact. His eyes curved into a sly smile.


  “I can still taste you on it,” he whispered.


  Sangwoo couldn’t help but laugh, his mood lifting, as Jaeyoung ground the butt into the sand. A long, heavy silence followed.


  There were so many things he wanted to say to Jaeyoung, but he didn’t want to let them spill out unfiltered. He wrote a dozen drafts in his head before erasing them just as quickly.


  Time stretched as conflicting desires clashed within him. As he searched for the right words, the horn from before sounded three more times as the waves met the shore twenty-five.


  It was only as a gray cloud descended upon the moon, dimming its silver light, that he finally spoke.


  “You’re strange, moody, have no sense of time, irrational, and sometimes frightening when you’re angry. But…despite knowing all that…I like you, Hyung.”


  The moment the words left his lips, it was like a great weight lifted from his chest.


  Jaeyoung remained silent and still, eyes fixed on the waves. Sangwoo did the same, forcing himself to stare at the dark ocean.


  I’ll just say what I have to say, then move on. If I explain everything thoroughly enough, Hyung will understand.


  With a deep breath, Sangwoo called on the little bit of courage he had left.


  “You and I, we’re different. I don’t like just anything, and once I start, I don’t stop. I’ve never felt that way about a human being before, but now…”


  The future is dark and uncertain, but with you beside me, it doesn’t feel quite as unbearable.


  Sangwoo’s heart was racing so hard he might as well have been chasing down an escaped criminal. His skin felt feverish, and his palms damp.


  Every single sign pointed to only one conclusion.


  “At first, I thought of you as an error disrupting my program.”


  “Come again?”


  “I hated you. I wanted you gone. But I don’t feel like that anymore. And…I don’t hate myself for liking you, either.”


  It was true that he was wasting his time romantically pursuing a man. It was true that Jaeyoung would be gone soon. But strangely enough, Sangwoo couldn’t bring himself to care. A black sheep wouldn’t vanish simply because he said it shouldn’t exist after all.


  Sangwoo’s chest felt too small for his heart, which was pounding with an emotion he could barely contain. It had taken him a long time to comprehend what was happening to him and even longer for him to accept it. But now, the monster had stepped out of its shadows and grown strong enough to seize control of every aspect of his being—and Sangwoo was finally ready to embrace it.


  “It’s painful. It’s hard. But it’s not your fault. It’s no one’s fault. It’s not wrong that…I have feelings for you.”


  His voice trembled. Jaeyoung had introduced a hundred different emotions into his life, and none of them were efficient or stable—even joy always seemed followed by pain and sadness. But right now, he had no regrets. The happiness was too brilliant, too blinding, for him to care about the rest.


  “Is this what love is supposed to be like?”


  Jaeyoung suddenly raised a hand, covering his mouth. The corners of his eyes crinkled.


  Sangwoo sighed. “Now you’re laughing at me.”


  “No, no. I’m just…touched. That’s all. Remember that poem you came up with a while back?”


  “I do not retain useless information.”


  “‘J… Jarring how you swept into my life like a tornado. J… Just don’t want to deal with you anymore. Y… You should go wreak havoc somewhere else.’ You seriously forgot your masterpiece?”


  Jaeyoung recited each word like it was something grand and meaningful, a poem to be dissected in a college lecture.


  Sangwoo chuckled helplessly. It was as if the emotions he’d expelled from his lungs that day were being washed away by the waves, reduced to something much less serious and significant than he’d once believed. None of it mattered to him anymore.


  “You gave me a low score then. How about this time?”


  “Hmm…” Jaeyoung tapped his chin, frowning thoughtfully. His eyes rested on Sangwoo’s face. “Sincerity, ten out of ten.”


  His playful expression brought Sangwoo back to a memory from long ago, when he’d been walking to the library. Nostalgia, sadness, and laughter tangled together inside him as he waited for the next score.


  “Delivery, ten out of ten.”


  “That’s very generous.”


  “Cuteness, charm, beauty, sexiness? All ten out of ten.”


  “Now you’re just being ridiculous.”


  “Total score, fifty billion.”


  “Your math is extremely flawed. Also, what about creativity?”


  “Hmm…let’s skip that. For a poet’s son, your phrasing is a little…”


  “What a mean thing to say.”


  Jaeyoung snickered. “I’m just kidding.”


  Though Jaeyoung had made light of his heartfelt confession, Sangwoo found he didn’t resent him in the slightest. The only thing he felt was a deep, aching affection.


  Overcome by a sudden swell of longing, Sangwoo reached out. “Come here.”




  Jaeyoung immediately shifted forward on his knees. The movement allowed Sangwoo’s hand, which had been hovering uncertainly in the air, to finally land on its target: Jaeyoung’s tousled hair. He took a fistful of the dark strands and tugged gently, pulling him even closer.


  As Jaeyoung blinked in surprise, Sangwoo just stared, mesmerized by the sheer depth of his eyes. If he let them, they’d pull him in like a black hole.


  Though Jaeyoung’s night-darkened face was as unreadable as ever, Sangwoo knew one thing for sure: The emotions brimming in those eyes were tangled with the same admiration and affection he himself felt.


  Why did it take me so long to realize that?


  Their noses brushed. Jaeyoung’s eyes slid shut, and his large, warm hand drew up Sangwoo’s back, cupping his neck and pulling him in.


  Sangwoo’s baseball cap slipped free and fell on the sand behind him as his lips forcefully collided with Jaeyoung’s. The light playfulness of moments ago evaporated entirely, both their mouths parting at once in an urgent, scorching kiss.


  We might not ever get to do this again, Sangwoo thought bitterly as Jaeyoung’s tongue pushed into his mouth. What was the point of kissing him if he was going to leave anyway? No matter how tightly he clung onto him, no matter how intensely their tongues tangled, Jaeyoung was not someone Sangwoo could keep.


  Still, Jaeyoung had taught him that things didn’t need to last forever to be meaningful. A dazzling light could be admired even if it was destined to flicker out. So he’d do his best to enjoy the present just as it was. Wonderful, brilliant, transient.


  Even if this is the last time, that has to be okay.


  Eyes squeezed shut, Sangwoo kissed Jaeyoung back with desperate passion. The sharper the ache in his chest, the more forcefully he dove in. He wanted closer, closer, closer, so he pushed forward on his knees, molding his body against Jaeyoung’s.


  Jaeyoung wrapped him in a fierce embrace, his tongue sweeping deep into Sangwoo’s mouth as their breathing grew ragged. Saliva spilled from their lips and down Sangwoo’s chin.


  Sangwoo tried to memorize everything, from the rasp of Jaeyoung’s breath to the heat of his body.


  The stab of sorrow struck suddenly and swiftly. His eyes stung, and tears started spilling before he could stop them. A drop slid into his mouth, and Jaeyoung froze as he tasted it.


  Not wanting Jaeyoung to see his face, Sangwoo clutched at his shirt. But Jaeyoung didn’t let that deter him, pulling back with a grave look.


  A trembling fingertip brushed against Sangwoo’s damp cheekbone, gently wiping the wetness there away. It was an attempt at comfort, but one that only deepened Sangwoo’s sadness.


  “Shit… I wasn’t trying to make you cry.”


  “I’m not crying.”


  Sangwoo pulled away, swiping at his face with his sleeve. But now that the tears had begun, they wouldn’t stop.


  “No, no…,” Jaeyoung muttered desperately. “Today isn’t supposed to be sa—”


  “I’m not sad.”


  Every word Jaeyoung spoke only made the ache in his chest even worse. Quiet tears turned into stifled sobs.


  “Shhh, don’t cry. Would it make you feel better if I cried with you?”


  Jaeyoung cupped Sangwooo’s cheek with one hand as he quickly tapped on his phone with the other, a helpless look on his face. Muttering something about assholes slacking off, he sighed.


  “Fuck… This isn’t what I had in mind.”


  When Sangwoo felt Jaeyoung’s arms come back around him, all the sadness he’d been carrying for days broke loose like water from a dam, pouring out of him in sobs that shook his entire body. The whole time, Jaeyoung didn’t speak, only holding him tighter. His wide palm pressed against Sangwoo’s cheek, hot and reassuring, as his arms squeezed Sangwoo against his chest.


  The waves crashed in the distance as Sangwoo’s tears drenched Jaeyoung’s shoulder. Foolishly, he found himself hoping the sound would mask the sound of his weeping.


  


  Eventually, Jaeyoung’s arms slowly loosened, adjusting to rest lightly on Sangwoo’s shoulders instead. His hand, now damp, still lingered on Sangwoo’s face, one thumb tracing his brow, his eyelid, the bridge of his nose.


  It’s so…hot.


  Everywhere Jaeyoung touched him burned. Fire blazed through his fingers, his chest, his arms. The tears running down his face, the sweat making his shirt stick to his arms, the blood pounding through his veins—all of it felt like it was boiling.


  Sangwoo surrendered to the dizzying heat, allowing his eyelids to slip shut. The world rolled away, retreating like waves washing away from the sand.


  “Didn’t realize you were so…broken up about it,” Jaeyoung said after a long silence, his fingers combing into the damp hair at Sangwoo’s nape. The touch was oddly gentle, like a cool summer breeze.


  Leaning into his shoulder, Sangwoo answered softly, “I’m feeling fine now.”


  “Rationality restored, huh?”


  “I stopped being rational a long time ago. If not, I wouldn’t have fallen for someone like you.”


  “Fair point. Let’s cross our fingers you stay that way.”


  Releasing him, Jaeyoung tilted Sangwoo’s chin up, brushing away the last trace of tears with his thumb. His voice dropped low.


  “So…you ready to talk?”


  Sangwoo had no clue what Jaeyoung was going to say, but he nodded anyway. Their noses were so close they nearly touched.


  “That homework I gave you…,” Jaeyoung whispered. “You got an answer for me?”


  Sangwoo groaned inwardly. He’d thought the assignment over countless times, but no answer had ever felt truly right to him.


  “I’m not sure. The question is too difficult.”


  “Really? You got this far and still don’t know? Sometimes I can’t tell if you’re actually smart or—”


  “I am not smart.”


  “Yeah, I’m leaning that way, too.”


  Sangwoo sighed. He felt he at least owed Jaeyoung an explanation as to why he hadn’t managed to finish the assignment.


  Forcing himself to meet Jaeyoung’s eyes, he murmured, “You leaving…is not the problem. I can wait for years if needed, as long as I have a good reason to. I know I’m not going to feel this way about anyone else. I never have before.”


  He took a deep breath.


  “But you… You’re going to move on. You’ll become famous and successful. You’ll get a new number, a new lover. You won’t want to see me anymore. Even if I beg you not to…you won’t listen.”


  Jaeyoung chuckled, staring into Sangwoo’s eyes like he was searching for something, then pressed a kiss to his forehead.


  Out of all Jaeyoung’s ways of showing affection, Sangwoo loved this one the most. He felt a pang the instant he pulled away.


  After a moment, Jaeyoung took a deep breath. “You ever hear about the guy who loved trees so much he became one himself?”


  “Never.”


  “As you shouldn’t have. I just pulled the whole thing out of my ass.”


  “What?”


  “I was wondering if you’d turned into an excavator because you love them so much.”


  Sangwoo frowned, struggling to follow, but Jaeyoung only smiled.


  “In other words, stop digging a hole for yourself, dummy. You’re not an excavator.”


  Here he was, baring his deepest and most genuine feelings to Jaeyoung, and he was going to dismiss it with a joke? Sangwoo knew Jaeyoung rarely took anything seriously but still found himself stung.


  After a beat of shared silence, Jaeyoung continued, “It’s pretty cute when you act like this, I gotta admit, but it also drives me crazy.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Think about it. If you weren’t such a weirdo, we could’ve had our first kiss the day you asked me to make the game with you. The next day, we could’ve talked it out and started dating. That weekend, we could’ve had our first date, slept together, and decided to become roommates. But we ended up wasting so much time…”


  Jaeyoung paused, stared at the sky for a moment, then chuckled.


  “Actually, that’s not fair. I had a blast with you anyway. All I’m saying is, we could’ve had so many more dates and so much more sex.”


  “You have a good point. We were working with limited time, yet we didn’t take advantage of it. It’s a shame.”


  “Hey, no need to get depressed. We still have all the time in the world.”


  Sangwoo frowned. That was a strange thing to say, considering less than a month remained before Jaeyoung’s departure. He opened his mouth to point that out, but Jaeyoung’s hand landed on his head, pushing it down gently before he got a single word out.


  “The correct response to your homework question is ‘Stay with me.’ With such an easy answer, I’m shocked you didn’t figure it out.”


  Sangwoo’s mouth fell open, but he found himself speechless. Easy? Nothing about saying that was easy!Logically, rationally, realistically, the request was impossible to fulfill.


  “If you say it now, I’ll count it as correct.”


  “I can’t.”


  “Come on…”


  “No.”


  “Damn… I thought you’d mellowed out a bit, but I guess not.”


  Jaeyoung’s hand slid down, playfully pinching the edge of Sangwoo’s cheek before pulling away. He fished out his phone again, muttering about needing a response to his “fucking email fucking yesterday.” 


  Then, suddenly, his eyes widened.


  “Oh… They responded.”


  “Who responded? To what?”


  Jaeyoung didn’t say anything. He just stared at the screen.


  Curious, Sangwoo leaned over and caught sight of the email. It was in English, but he could make out it was something about Jaeyoung’s plans to study abroad.


  After quickly scrolling through the email, Jaeyoung cursed and spat, “Fucking TOEIC.”


  Sangwoo snatched the phone away from him, too impatient to wait. His eyes moved line by line, translating.


  We apologize for denying your request. We understand the candidate is an outstanding student, but unfortunately, without proof of his proficiency in English, we cannot agree to accept him into our program. He will need to obtain proof of his language ability from your school before we can proceed. Please understand that it is difficult for us to bend our requirements…


  He scrolled further, parsing out the email as frantically as he could, until he reached the original email Jaeyoung had written. It was a long message asking about an exchange program with Sangwoo’s development portfolio, transcript, and grades attached.


  Everything clicked together. The recipient was a foreign university Sangwoo knew well, an engineering school in the same state as Jaeyoung’s graduate program.


  They had never even spoken about it, but they’d been exploring the same avenue all along. It was proof that Jaeyoung was serious about him, that he was willing to put in the effort.


  So what if things might not work out? Sangwoo’s chest swelled with emotion, as if someone had just told him he wouldn’t have to say goodbye to Jaeyoung after all.




  Jaeyoung put one hand to his chin and was glaring at the sand as if he held a personal grudge against it. When he looked at Sangwoo again a long moment later, his eyes were devoid of emotion. There were no expectations or even a shade of disappointment to be found there.


  “All right then. Honestly, this makes things easier,” he muttered thoughtfully, then scooted closer so he was facing Sangwoo. He snagged his phone from Sangwoo’s hand and slipped it back in his pocket. His face was serious, even solemn.


  Before he could speak, Sangwoo blurted out, “I have something to say.”


  “Nope, you’ve already said enough. My turn now.”


  Jaeyoung firmly placed his hands on Sangwoo’s shoulders.


  “I got that email from an engineering college in the state I was gonna study abroad in,” he began. “I decided to reach out to them because our school’s study abroad department was completely useless, telling me you couldn’t even apply for an exchange student program without a TOEIC score… But they also said no.”


  Faltering for a moment, Jaeyoung ran a hand down his face.


  “If they’d said yes, I was planning on convincing you to leave the country with me to study abroad in July.”


  The sheer excitement of hearing those words come out of Jaeyoung’s mouth almost made Sangwoo miss a certain crucial bit of information hidden within them. But as he thought back on what had been said, a furrow appeared in his brow.


  “The state you were going to study abroad in…?” he muttered, voice hoarse.


  Jaeyoung laced fingers behind Sangwoo’s neck and tugged him so close their foreheads were nearly touching.


  “Those two weeks we didn’t talk during your exams? I considered them a trial run. I thought maybe I could stand being apart from you if I tried, but it was impossible. You don’t even know how many times I went to your place, do you?”


  “You…came to my place?”


  “Eleven times, with a hood pulled over my head. I even sat in on your classes three times.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. There’s no way I wouldn’t have noticed.”


  “Well, you didn’t. I sat through that professor’s lecture two freaking times, the one with the goofy glasses. And on the day of your Algorithms presentation, I was sitting right behind you. Just so you know, I didn’t appreciate having to hear another dude present. I was only there for you.”


  Of everything Jaeyoung had ever said, this was by far the most absurd. Sangwoo studied his face, searching for any hint of humor, but he looked dead serious.


  After a moment, Sangwoo sighed. “All of that is beside the point. You’re really planning on not going abroad? Again?”


  “I can’t leave you behind.”


  “That can’t be the real reason. It makes no sense.”


  Sangwoo shook his head and began to lean away, but Jaeyoung grabbed both his arms and held him fast.


  “Look, what if some other asshole who can’t graduate on time starts following you around next semester? Or you help someone with their boxes and they get a crush on you? Or you bump into someone and they get the hots for you? If someone else realizes what a catch you are, what the hell am I supposed to do then?”


  “You are being completely irrational right now.”


  “Yup, that’s just the way I am. Actually, you made it even worse, so that’s on you.”


  “Hyung, just calm down for a secon—”


  “I can’t calm down. The time difference is fourteen fucking hours. When I wake up in the morning, you’ll be going to bed. I’ll have to suffer through the whole day without a single call or text, and when you finally wake up around seven, you’ll be too busy going to class and studying to talk to me. I’ll constantly be dying inside, wondering if you’re okay, if anything happened, if anyone’s talking to you—”


  “We could just…get on a video call?”


  Jaeyoung scowled. “Oh, don’t even get me started with that. You don’t even bother picking up my regular phone calls half the time! I’ll end up stuck sitting there overthinking, wanting to see you, until I boil over and explode and start asking you shit like ‘Do you even like me?’ and saying you’ve changed. Eventually…you’ll get sick of me. You’ll tell me we should just end things, that I’m getting in the way of your studies, or that our relationship was a waste of time after all, and then you’ll block my number.”


  “I would never do that.”


  Jaeyoung, who had been ranting furiously, suddenly stopped speaking. He sat in silence for a while, then dragged a hand down his face and looked straight at Sangwoo again.


  “Let me be clear. I’m giving up studying abroad because of you.”


  “I’m saying there is no need to—"


  “Shhh. Lemme make my pitch, then you can say, ‘Hell yeah.’”


  Sangwoo frowned. Hell yeah? Jaeyoung seemed to be treating his answer as a foregone conclusion, but it felt a bit early to decide on agreeing to anything.


  Before he could think on it any further, Jaeyoung cupped both his cheeks in his hands and forced him to look up. His brown eyes were solemn now, steady and intent.


  Sangwoo swallowed hard, his chest tight and filled with butterflies.


  “Choo Sangwoo.”


  “Yes.”


  “I don’t want us to be friends with benefits,” Jaeyoung declared. “I’m always worrying that you’re gonna toss me aside the second you decide you’re over my dick, and I can’t stand it anymore. I want to date you. I wanna go to nice places with you, eat good food, have fun together, go on walks together, and fall asleep together. I want to be your partner, your significant other, your other half. I know you’re gonna say two men can’t date. Well, just take a look at this.”


  Pausing for a moment, Jaeyoung pulled his phone from his pocket, opened a file, and handed it over for Sangwoo to read. It was an infographic, full of graphs and charts, clearly something Jaeyoung had made himself. But Sangwoo only skimmed over it before staring back at Jaeyoung, dazed.


  The world’s population blah blah even in nature blah… The value of freedom… Human rights awareness blah blah legalized as…


  Jaeyoung seemed to be presenting data that had been put together in a logical, coherent manner, yet Sangwoo couldn’t comprehend any of it. All he could hear were the words he had just heard ringing over and over in his head: “I want to be your partner, your significant other, your other half.”


  “Hello? Earth to Sangwoo?”


  A gentle poke to his forehead snapped Sangwoo back to reality.


  “Don’t tell me you’re actually spacing out. This is a serious conversation.”


  “No, it’s not that. I’m just…shocked.”


  Jaeyoung pressed a finger against Sangwoo’s lips, shushing him. His breath felt warm on Sangwoo’s skin, and his slow-blinking brown eyes were more earnest than Sangwoo had ever seen them.


  “I’ve got a proposition for you.”


  Sangwoo’s heart was already racing, though he hadn’t even heard what Jaeyoung wanted of him yet. Without even realizing he was holding his breath, he waited for him to speak.


  Gaze fixed on Sangwoo, breathing steady and uniform, Jaeyoung asked, “Will you go out with me, Choo Sangwoo?”


  It was a proposal well worth the wait. Sangwoo’s face broke into a wide grin.


  He hadn’t given his response yet, but when he laughed, Jaeyoung laughed along with him. His face, full of light and happiness, turned the joy in Sangwoo’s chest into exhilaration.


  Cheeks aching from how hard he was smiling, Sangwoo murmured softly, “I thought we were already dating.”


  “Correction. Starting today, will you be my boyfriend?”


  A sharp breath escaped Sangwoo, hot and uneven, like the huff of an athlete who’d just finished a long run.


  There was only one answer he could possibly give.


  “Proposition accepted.”


  Jaeyoung threw his head back and let out a long sigh of relief, then punched a clenched fist triumphantly into the air. He looked like an idiot, but Sangwoo couldn’t help but find the reaction unbearably endearing.


  “Fuck, that was the most nerve-racking thing I’ve ever done,” Jaeyoung muttered.


  He dragged a palm down his face again before resting his forehead against Sangwoo’s shoulder. Then, after a few rough breaths, he caught Sangwoo’s hand and pressed it to his chest. Through his thin T-shirt, Sangwoo could feel the furious, uneven pounding of Jaeyoung’s heart.


  Jang Jaeyoung was, by nature, an evasive and playful creature, prone to metaphor and abstraction. Sangwoo knew he must have summoned every ounce of courage he had to adapt his approach to Sangwoo’s own direct, solemn, literal ways.


  Silently, Sangwoo pulled Jaeyoung close, embracing him just how he liked. Wrapped in the gentle darkness of the nighttime beach, he stroked Jaeyoung’s back with the flat of his palm, over and over and over again.


  “Also…” After leaning against Sangwoo for what felt like forever, Jaeyoung finally lifted his head. “There’s something I’ve wanted to tell you for a while.”


  Jaeyoung’s throat bobbed, and he blinked slowly. He parted his lips, only to shut them again and swallow nervously.


  Apparently, even someone like Jaeyoung, who seemed good at everything he tried his hand at, still had things he struggled with. Sangwoo waited patiently, letting him work up to whatever he wanted to say, but Jaeyoung just kept gazing into his eyes for what felt like an eternity. Not that that was too big of an issue. Sangwoo never tired of looking at his face.


  Suddenly, Jaeyoung shut his eyes and melted back into Sangwoo’s arms. Resting his chin on Sangwoo’s shoulder, he turned his head just enough that his warm breath brushed past Sangwoo’s ear.


  “I love you.”


  The whisper was so faint it was almost lost in the wind. But Sangwoo heard it.


  He forgot how to breathe. The world reduced itself to the sound of his pounding heart, loud and relentless, echoing through his whole body.


  “And I mean that.”


  This time, Jaeyoung’s voice was steadier, carrying a quiet certainty.


  Sangwoo finally exhaled the breath he’d been holding. He trusted Jaeyoung’s words completely. There wasn’t even the tiniest fraction of a percent of him that felt uncertain.


  “I know that must have taken a lot of courage,” Sangwoo whispered.


  “Yeah.”


  “Then…let me give you a hug.”


  Jaeyoung sank wordlessly into Sangwoo’s arms as his embrace tightened, and Sangwoo buried his face in the curve of Jaeyoung’s neck.


  In a low murmur, Sangwoo confessed, “This is definitely not how I imagined my night going.”


  “Well… How do you feel?”


  “Jittery enough to pass out. But I cannot pass out right now, not when… Oh, what am I even talking about?”


  Warm laughter tickled his ear, and Sangwoo gladly joined in. Nothing that had occurred over the past few hours had been planned, but that was fine. He’d never been able to predict anything since Jaeyoung had come into his life anyway.


  “Jaeyoungie-hyung.”


  “Mm-hmm?”


  “This will be my second relationship.”


  “So?”


  “After failing the first time, I thought maybe I just wasn’t cut out for it. But I can get good at anything if I put my mind to it and have the right research materials. I just need your help.”


  “What do you want to learn?”


  “How to love you.”


  “Oh, you’re doing just fine. No need to do any more studying.”


  Joy surged inside Sangwoo, ardent and electrifying. It was a strange feeling, as sweet as accomplishing a long-held goal, but utterly distinct because it stemmed from someone special.


  He had the feeling it would visit him often.


  When Jaeyoung finally pulled away, his face looked just the same as before, and yet, to Sangwoo, everything had changed. His lips twitched upward until a wide smile broke free, and Jaeyoung’s own mouth mirrored the expression perfectly.


  “If you are going to be my boyfriend, there are three things I require from you.”


  “I knew it. Here we go…”


  “First, no smiling at other people, throwing arms over shoulders, or patting heads. You belong to me now, and I intend to reserve all my rights.”


  Jaeyoung smiled brightly, his nose wrinkling. “That much was obvious, dummy.”


  “Second, no disappearing and ignoring all my texts and calls like you did before, regardless of how angry you are.”


  “Yeah. Promise.” He offered his pinky.


  Sangwoo hooked it and added, “Third, I dislike yelling. Even if I am being frustrating, don’t raise your voice. Just break the issue down to me step by step.”


  “Gotcha. Then it’s official: I’m all yours. My leash is in your hand.”


  Jaeyoung mimed looping an invisible leash around his neck and handed it to him.


  Sangwoo laced their fingers together and looked him straight in the eye. “And…you should go study abroad. Now that we’ve agreed to commit to one another, I can take it.”


  Jaeyoung, who’d been nodding along eagerly, frowned.


  It wasn’t that Sangwoo didn’t want to keep him close by; in fact, he did—desperately. But more than that, he didn’t want Jaeyoung to give up his dreams for him. He wanted to protect and support Jaeyoung like a knight would for a mage in a game; he wanted to lift him up, to be the developer who helped bring Designer Jang Jaeyoung’s imagined world into reality. Not the obstacle blocking his path.


  But Jaeyoung leaned close with a stubborn look and whispered in his ear, “No.”


  Sangwoo pushed him back. “You are being completely immature.”


  “Hey, I could say the same to you.”


  “I am not the one planning on throwing my life plans away based purely on emotion. You have to snap out of it.”


  Jaeyoung burst out laughing. He chuckled for a long time, then said, “You remember my portfolio?”


  “Yes.”


  “I mean, not to sound like I’m bragging…but it’s pretty impressive. I’ll do fine wherever I go.”


  “I am aware of this, but—”


  “And now I’ve even got Veggie Venturer under my belt. I can have my pick of companies and clients. Actually, I’ve already got my eye on a studio in South Korea…”


  “Your point is…?”


  “I’m saying, your lover isn’t so incompetent that giving up studying abroad would ruin his life.”


  Lover. Sangwoo’s thoughts screeched to a halt, his focus completely ruined.


  Jaeyoung stretched his arms back and muttered, “I’ve got a college student to feed now. I better work hard.”


  It was clear he wasn’t going to listen to reason. In Sangwoo’s head, the two of them turned into variables X and Y, and solutions came and went. The deliberation didn’t take long.


  “Jaeyoungie-hyung, I have three requests.”


  Jaeyoung tugged on Sangwoo’s hand, twining their fingers together playfully. “What am I, a freaking genie?”


  Sangwoo took a deep breath. “One. Since we now have more time, I would like to delay releasing Veggie Venturer. We need to add infinite mode, the ladder ranking, and the oracle quests. You can start the graphics next week, correct?”


  “Shit…almost forgot my boyfriend’s a workaholic.”


  Sangwoo took that as consent and moved on to the second request.


  “Two. If there is a DVD of the theater club’s most recent performance, I would like to have it.”


  “Oh, right! You know I did that show just for you, right? Why didn’t you come?”


  “I do not wish to recall that particular memory.”


  “Sure, got it. Anyway, I can give you a recording.”


  “If possible, I would like it to be on Blu-ray.”


  With two requests approved, Sangwoo pressed on to the last.


  “Lastly, I want you to tutor me in English.”


  “That’s easy enough. But why?”


  “I’ll tell you later.”


  “Hmm, suspicious…” Jaeyoung snickered and tapped a finger on Sangwoo’s cheek.


  Sangwoo only smiled back, choosing to stay silent. It wasn’t time yet.


  Now that he had redirected the course of his life and found a new, powerful source of motivation, he no longer felt any fear of the future. He could enjoy the here and now, where he was sitting at the beach with his lover…while said lover groped his hand as if intent on memorizing every line of his palm.


  “That’s it? No more requests?”


  “No.”


  “Lame. I was ready to give you anything.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  “Then…can I have you?”


  “Sorry, can’t do that.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because I’m already yours.”


  Sangwoo stared at Jaeyoung’s grinning face, wondering how he could say such a thing so shamelessly. Clearly, he had a lot of studying to do. He resolved to buy some reference books on romance tomorrow.


  “All done?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then let’s go make out.”


  Jaeyoung stood, stretching like a cat before bending to offer his hand. Sangwoo took it, and in a swift pull, he was swept into Jaeyoung’s embrace.


  Wrapping an arm around Sangwoo’s waist, Jaeyoung murmured, “Why so quiet, babe? Don’t wanna kiss me?”


  “It won’t end with a kiss.”


  “Damn right it won’t.”


  “Then we need to buy supplies. I am also feeling…impatient.”


  “Oooh, sounds like it’s gonna be a wild night.”


  “Of course. We just became lovers, after all.”


  Jaeyoung’s chuckle was low and sweet. At the sound, Sangwoo lifted his head and met Jaeyoung’s warm, brown eyes with his own. There was a passion contained there even more turbulent than the sea itself.


  His lips curved into a giddy smile, and Jaeyoung leaned in, pressing their lips together.


  A large, warm hand cupped the back of Sangwoo’s neck. The darkness, the soft sand beneath their feet, the gentle breeze, the rhythmic crashing of the waves, even the far-off bellow of a ship’s horn… Everything fell away until only Jang Jaeyoung remained.


  It was the most beautiful moment of Sangwoo’s life.


  


  return 1;


  


  Stage 1 rewards:


  [Choo Sangwoo] was awarded the title of [Boyfriend]!


  ▷ Acquired Skill: [Empathy Lv.1]


  [Jang Jaeyoung] was awarded the title of [Boyfriend]!


  ▷ Acquired Skill: [Endurance Lv.5]


  


  To be continued in the next stage…




  Stage 2


  1. Exception Handling


  


  “The idea of a robot developing sexual desire and emotions is interesting, but the writers never went anywhere with it,” Sangwoo said once the screen went black and the end credits began to roll.


  Jaeyoung, stretched out with his head pillowed on Sangwoo’s thigh, plucked a fry from the table. “Ah, so you hated it.”


  “The process of the robot gaining autonomy and the ability to innovate was ridiculous. And why would the doctor just keep repairing it and updating it, even giving it skin and reproductive organs? It was pure deus ex machina.”


  Jaeyoung suppressed a chuckle as Sangwoo took a sip of beer. My fussy little critic is getting sharper by the day, he thought, enjoying the feeling of Sangwoo idly toying with his hair.


  “Plus, it makes no sense for a robot meant to be used around the house to be so poor at understanding slang. The whole thing is laughable. And that’s without even mentioning the absurdity of it getting rich by handcrafting music boxes or those ridiculous scenes where the robots beep at each other to communicate…”


  “The writer’s imagination is severely lacking, I’ll admit.”


  “It’s infuriating how little thought they gave to realism.”


  “Honestly, making you this angry is quite the achievement, though…”


  For someone who had once claimed to have zero interest in watching movies, Sangwoo devoured any genre Jaeyoung threw at him with surprising focus. He usually gravitated toward fantasy and struggled to sit through melodramas. Stories based around sports, bets, or competitions pushed his ratings upward, while period pieces and sci-fi, genres prone to flaws, drew harsher scores.


  “What did you think of the movie, Hyung?”


  Jaeyoung shifted, rolling onto his back so he could look up. It was the perfect angle to admire his boyfriend’s handsome face. Catching the hand that had been stroking his hair, he brought Sangwoo’s fingers to his lips and pressed a kiss to the back of his hand.


  Sangwoo’s eyes left the screen to match his gaze.


  “Eh, it was so-so. I wasn’t impressed by how easily every problem got solved. But I personally was more interested in the drama aspect rather than the sci-fi elements.”


  “I see…”


  “Like, if you only analyze the presentation of the robot’s growing desire to feel, to create, to love, or its eventual longing to be human, it wasn’t bad. Still, there was no real tension, and the scientific details felt careless. Definitely too sentimental for your taste.”


  Sangwoo gave a small nod, his expression flat again as he muttered at the screen.


  “On top of that, there were too many typos and capitalization errors in the subtitles. It made it difficult for me to focus.”


  “True. There were mistranslations, too. They should’ve been more careful.”


  That should have been the end of it. But Jaeyoung, not realizing he was tugging the whiskers of a sleeping lion, spoke without thinking. “Still, with little mistakes like capitalization, you’ve got to let them go. You’ll just wear yourself out if you get hung up on small stuff like that.”


  Five seconds of silence followed. After a wide yawn, Jaeyoung opened his eyes again and found Sangwoo staring down at him coolly.


  “Isn’t capitalization part of correct writing mechanics?” Sangwoo asked.


  “I mean, sure, but c’mon. Only stuck-up scholars worry about that.”


  Even then, the sheer size of the hole he was digging for himself hadn’t hit Jaeyoung yet. 


  Sangwoo gave a short, derisive snort. “If no one’s going to follow a rule, then why should it even exist?” His tone was curt as he went on. “Now I understand why you never abide by proper grammar.”


  Too late, a chill ran down Jaeyoung’s spine. He pressed his cheek against Sangwoo’s thigh playfully and said, “No, no. That’s because I’d rather spend that time thinking about you, dummy!”


  “You didn’t use correct grammar even when we weren’t dating.”


  I don’t think he’s gonna let me weasel out of this one, Jaeyoung thought, and he was immediately proven right when Sangwoo picked up his phone from the table, studied it in silence for a long time, and then held it out. 


  Jaeyoung took it. On the screen was a message he himself had sent.


  


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: as soon as we home lets bangbangbangggg make sure 15 conduuumsss] 6 days ago


  


  He didn’t see what the issue was; it was just a normal text. Jaeyoung glanced up in confusion, and Sangwoo took the phone back with a grimace.


  “Now that I look at it again, capitalization isn’t the only problem.”


  “What’s there to make such a fuss about?”


  “Your messages are always riddled with grammar and spelling errors. It takes me a long time to decode them. Your laziness is an inconvenience.”


  This was a new point of view for Jaeyoung. Decode his texts? It wasn’t like he was sending fucking ciphers. 


  Still, even though annoyance prickled, he chose to pull Sangwoo into a hug instead of snapping back. He didn’t want the mood to sour even more.


  But it was like Sangwoo couldn’t even feel his touch. He just continued to frown, eyes fixed on the phone.


  “If heightening your typing speed is the goal, I suppose I could understand, though I wouldn’t call it ideal.”


  “Exactly. That’s what I’m going for.” Jaeyoung nodded frantically.


  “However, as you can see here, you repeat certain words unnecessarily.”


  


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: (photo) omfg this shirt was made for you sangwooya gotta order rn rn rn!!! red or pink???] 9 days ago


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: hurryhurryhruryrhurryrhruyrrhrdrhrh] 9 days ago


  


  “Yeah…that’s pretty crazy, I guess,” Jaeyoung muttered.


  Sangwoo kept scrolling upward, his face growing darker. Finally, he shoved the phone at Jaeyoung and crossed his arms.


  


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: just nead afew more mintues love oyu!!!] 17 days ago


  


  “The readability is critically poor.”


  “Uh… I think I was drunk that night.”


  “I know. That’s why I let it slide.”


  “Then why are you making a big deal of it now?” Jaeyoung snapped, his tone sharper than he intended.


  Since starting to date Sangwoo, Jaeyoung had focused all his efforts on being the perfect boyfriend. On Saturday, for example, he had forced himself to wake up early so he could drive Sangwoo to the beautiful lakeside city of Cheongju, where they’d taken the monorail and gone on a cruise. That night, they’d stayed at a picturesque cabin and grilled, finishing things up with a passionate evening. On Sunday, they’d gone paragliding from a ridge with a sweeping city view before returning to Seoul. Everything had been perfect.


  And now it was all ruined, brought crashing down by the subtitles of a fucking movie.


  “Make a big deal out of it? Is it so hard to put a little more effort into your texts?” Sangwoo persisted.


  Exhaustion sank in. Jaeyoung leaned back against the couch, covering his eyes with one hand with a sigh. “Honestly… I think you’re going a bit too far on this one. It’s starting to feel a tad controlling.”


  When he lowered his hand slightly, he saw Sangwoo staring at the floor, looking troubled.


  Why is he making such a big deal out of this? Deadass, I don’t get it. 


  Usually, in a situation like this, Jaeyoung would’ve just decided to be a doormat and let whatever it was go. But this time, he was so stunned and exasperated that the option didn’t even occur to him. 


  He tossed his empty beer can across the room. It drew a neat arc and landed in the trash bin.


  Sangwoo shot him a glare, sprang to his feet, stomped over to the bin, pulled the can out, rinsed it, and placed it in the recycling box. Then he came back and planted himself back onto the couch like an angry statue. 


  Jaeyoung merely folded his arms and looked up at him.


  “I’m not asking you for something difficult. You can do it, but you choose not to.”


  “Might be easy for you. But for me, it’s hard.”


  “I don’t believe you. You just don’t want to make the effort.”


  “What?! Where is this even coming from?”


  “Don’t just say you love me. Show me through your actions.”


  Jaeyoung fell silent, struck speechless. Show him through my actions? Haven’t I been doing exactly that this entire time?


  This whole past week, he’d been waking up an hour early every morning to make Sangwoo breakfast. And after work, unless he had absolutely no choice but to attend a team dinner, he’d been rushing straight home so they could be together. 


  Thoughts of future dates and activities never left his mind. He acted like a vision of kindness and consideration—as best he could—when his boyfriend was around. Even Sangwoo’s countless rules he’d been following with dogged care. He’d gone so far as to quit smoking!


  “Well, the past is in the past. Just do better from now on,” Sangwoo said as if he was doing Jaeyoung a great favor, then began clearing the table. With the plate of fries and a pair of empty cans in hand, he disappeared into the kitchen.


  Jaeyoung took a deep breath, forcing himself to hold in all the angry comebacks at the edge of his lips. He didn’t want to pick a fight. Not today.


  When Sangwoo returned, Jaeyoung pulled him into his lap before he could start spouting off another lecture. A glance at the clock showed it was just after eleven. Once the hour hand ticked past midnight, it would be Monday.


  


  Rule 32: No sex on weekdays.


  


  Sangwoo had added this rule to his list about a month after they’d moved in together. Their combined sex drive had quickly become problematic, leading them to rip the clothes off each other at even the tiniest bit of skin-to-skin contact.


  Jaeyoung slid a hand under Sangwoo’s shirt and stroked it over his back. Sangwoo looped an arm around his neck in turn, pressing their foreheads together.


  “We have fifty-four minutes to finish,” he murmured.


  “Got it,” Jaeyoung said.


  As soon as he closed his eyes, Sangwoo brushed their lips together in a gentle kiss. 


  Just like that, all the resentment and confusion in Jaeyoung’s heart evaporated. Wrapping his arm around Sangwoo’s waist, he scooped him up in one swift motion. 


  The first time he’d made this move, Sangwoo had been left utterly bewildered, but he’d gotten used to it at this point. In fact, he even chuckled as he wrapped his legs around Jaeyoung’s waist.


  


  Rule 33: No sex outside the bedroom.


  


  Since Jaeyoung’s own bed was so piled with junk that the mattress wasn’t even visible, he pushed open the door to Sangwoo’s room with his back.


  Sangwoo had picked up a few more belongings than when he’d lived at his old place, but his space remained organized with impeccable neatness. A desk with a lamp sat against the wall, a dresser topped with a recently purchased professional DSLR camera and an action cam positioned beside it. 


  On the clothing rack hung Sangwoo’s original monochrome outfits. Jaeyoung had crammed the adjacent wardrobe full of new clothes, but Sangwoo followed his rule that it could only be opened for dates. 


  The walls, meanwhile, featured a poster of Jeje from Veggie Venturer and a flyer from a play Jaeyoung had made a cameo in his final semester.


  Jaeyoung gently laid Sangwoo down on the bed, settling over him like a shadow. Closing his eyes, he kissed Sangwoo hungrily, simultaneously reaching to the side table drawer to pull out their “supplies.”


  Sangwoo tugged off his T-shirt impatiently. Three months had passed since they had confessed their feelings for one another and begun their relationship, but their burning passion had never faded. In fact, it was only growing stronger. Jaeyoung was as urgent as ever as he stripped off Sangwoo’s pants.


  “Hyung.”


  “Yeah…?”


  “Are you going to fix your grammar?”


  He really is a persistent little shit. 


  Jaeyoung teased Sangwoo’s side with his fingertips and lapped at his chest, making him smile and twist away. Laughing, Jaeyoung peppered his cheeks, forehead, and nose with kisses.


  “Really? Gonna ruin the mood like that? Get on your stomach.”


  “Am I not allowed to ask questions anymore?” Sangwoo grumbled. 


  But he turned over without further complaints.




  The sound of a phone alarm going off ripped through the tranquil air. 


  Jaeyoung’s eyes flashed open, and he quickly reached over to shut it off. The time, which was 7:30 a.m., stared at him over a picture of Sangwoo eating pasta at their dining table.


  Tossing his cell onto the blanket, Jaeyoung rolled over and was greeted by the sight of the same man who was his wallpaper. Shifting over to his stomach, he snaked his arm around Sangwoo’s waist and pulled him close. 


  Despite the gentle kisses Jaeyoung pressed to Sangwoo’s neck, he only frowned faintly in his sleep and didn’t wake up. This was typical of his lover; he always fell asleep at half past midnight and woke at half past eight in the morning. For those eight hours, he slept like the dead.


  Jaeyoung held him for ten more minutes before rising from the bed. Clad in nothing but his boxers, he slipped from the room, carefully closed the door, and went to wash up. 


  Once he was done and dressed, he headed to the fridge next, opening it and pulling out a variety of ingredients—two chicken breasts, vegetables, and eggs—before setting them all on the table next to the olive oil.


  Since moving in together, Jaeyoung had picked up cooking as a hobby. Sangwoo, who was now shuffling out of his room with a rub at his bleary eyes, had taken up photography. 


  Just as Jaeyoung started cracking eggs into the frying pan, Sangwoo spoke.


  “I dreamed about you.”


  “Oh yeah? What did I do?”


  “Can’t say. It was too scandalous.”


  With that, he disappeared into the bathroom, only emerging again when Jaeyoung had finished making and neatly plating for him an omelet and a portion of chicken salad. He’d exchanged his night clothes for a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved black shirt, though his hair was still damp from his shower.


  “Did you sleep well?” he asked, pulling out a chair for himself.


  Jaeyoung nodded, setting three plates full of food down on the dining table. Only after filling up a glass of milk for Sangwoo did he sit across from him.


  Sangwoo only saw food as fuel. He always sat perfectly upright, eating in the same posture every time. And yet, for some mysterious reason, Jaeyoung couldn’t help but watch, riveted and chin propped on one hand, as Sangwoo took a sip of the milk and then lifted a spoonful of the omelet to his mouth. He devoured the sight of Sangwoo’s grasping hand, his lips as he chewed, the bobbing of his throat, the elbow he rested on the table… They were things he saw every day, and yet they hadn’t lost their luster.


  Living with him’s kinda like owning an exotic pet…, Jaeyoung mused. Yes, Sangwoo was his rare, beautiful black mamba, and he wanted to feed him only the best of everything. 


  Or maybe… Maybe this was just what normal people felt like about those they considered family.


  Jaeyoung briefly considered snapping a photo, then remembered he already had over thirty shots of nearly identical scenes on his phone.


  Sangwoo looked up and matched his gaze. “Are you not going to eat?” he asked.


  “No, I will.”


  “You should hurry if you don’t want to be late.”


  “I know. It’s just… I can’t take my eyes off you.”


  Jaeyoung caught the faint smile that flickered across Sangwoo’s lips. They’d only been dating three months now, but he’d already gotten to the point he could read exactly how Sangwoo felt from his breathing alone.


  Turning his attention to his plate, he finally picked up his fork and began to eat. He’d gotten around halfway through his pile of food when Sangwoo spoke again.


  “Did you drink your carrot juice yesterday?”


  “Uh…”


  “I told you to drink a cup before bed.”


  At some point during the past four weeks, Jaeyoung had complained that his eyes felt dry. Ever since then, Sangwoo had been forcing him to consume a pint of carrot juice every day. It was a luxury and a privilege in theory…except the taste was unbearable. The first few times, he’d gulped it down gratefully, but he’d soon begun doing his best to avoid having to live through the experience ever again. In fact, on some occasions, he’d simply poured it down the sink when Sangwoo wasn’t paying attention.


  “Did you throw it out?”


  Jaeyoung exercised his right to remain silent. 


  “It’s fine if you did,” Sangwoo pronounced nonchalantly before popping the last cherry tomato from the salad into his mouth. “I’ll just make more.”


  Rising from the table, he thanked Jaeyoung for the meal, placed his dishes in the sink, and then returned to the table to press a kiss to Jaeyoung’s cheek. It was a behavior Jaeyoung had trained into him—payment for breakfast—but he couldn’t stop himself from smiling. 


  He looped his arm around Sangwoo’s waist, but Sangwoo slipped away with practiced ease and went to brush his teeth. Left alone to clear the table, Jaeyoung felt a pang of longing.


  I don’t want him to leave.


  Sangwoo always woke up, ate, brushed his teeth, and then left the apartment at the exact same time. That meant in eight minutes, he would be out the door. 


  Jaeyoung hurried to get ready so they could leave together, leaving the dishes where they lay. The bathroom felt pleasantly full with the two of them bustling in and out.


  When Sangwoo finished brushing his teeth, he headed to the door, slung his backpack over his shoulder, and then bent down to tie his sneakers. Jaeyoung, meanwhile, pulled on a loose cardigan and placed the old cap he’d been wearing since high school on Sangwoo’s head.


  When Sangwoo stood, Jaeyoung slipped his arms around him from behind. “Maybe I should quit my job… Then I could go to school with you.”


  It was half meant as a joke, half as temptation. 


  Sangwoo’s neck flushed pink. “Now it’ll be…uncomfortable to ride my bike to school,” he grumbled.


  Jaeyoung pulled him closer, whispering low against his ear. “Where do you feel the discomfort, sir? I think an injection might cure it… Would you mind pulling your pants down so I can examine you?”


  “Pervert!”


  Sangwoo slipped free of Jaeyoung’s grasp and quickly unlocked the door. A chill autumn breeze brushed past him and over Jaeyoung’s cheek as it swung open.


  Jaeyoung shoved his feet into his shoes and followed after Sangwoo, not bothering to straighten out the crumpled heels. They kept moving until they reached the elevator, stopping there and facing each other as they waited for the doors to slide open.


  Jaeyoung pulled Sangwoo’s jacket closed and zipped it up to his chest, then leaned down to peck him lightly on the lips. But Sangwoo wasn’t having that.


  He tugged him closer by the neck and stole a deep, soulful kiss instead. As Jaeyoung blinked, stammering in surprise, the elevator arrived. Sangwoo let go as if nothing had happened and walked straight in.


  That’s so unfair, Jaeyoung groaned inwardly, lamenting how robot-like his lover could be at times.


  It had been one of those kisses. The type that made him ache to risk being late and sneak a quickie in the stairwell or tumble Sangwoo back into bed.


  If they really had to head out, couldn’t they at least let the elevator pass them by once or twice for a nice, long makeout session?


  “Are you getting in?”


  Jaeyoung hurried after Sangwoo, knowing he’d leave without hesitation otherwise.


  Sangwoo immediately pressed the button for the first floor, muttering irritably under his breath, “I can’t believe I have to ride my bike in this state.”


  “There’s a perfect solution, though…”


  “No. I don’t want to hear it. You may have flexible hours, but I can’t change my class times. Don’t forget I’m still a student.”


  “Then don’t forget I’m your freaking boyfriend.”


  “Right…”


  The doors slid open with a ding, and Sangwoo promptly checked his watch and strode off. While he fetched his bike from the rack, Jaeyoung pitifully gazed after him like a puppy whose owner was about to leave.


  Just before riding away, Sangwoo turned his head slightly and met his gaze. “I’ll see you later, Hyung.”


  “Yeah… Ride safe.”


  Jaeyoung left many other words unspoken, but he still said them in his head: Pay attention in class, enjoy your lunch, study hard, don’t look at anyone else, and think of me often.


  Before his eyes, Sangwoo disappeared down the street.


  Jaeyoung himself turned toward the parking lot.


  


  Work started off with a meeting, then consisted of answering some emails and progressing on some other assorted tasks until lunchtime drew near. When Jaeyoung finally took a break to check his phone for the first time in hours, a text was waiting.


  


  [Ryu Jihye: All clear. Btw I can’t have lunch with Sangchoo oppa today sorry!] 11:51 a.m.


  


  Fate, or whatever it was, had once again aligned Jihye’s schedule with Sangwoo’s this semester; they justhappened to share the same gen ed classes on Mondays and Thursdays. In the past, this would’ve been a recipe for Jaeyoung’s suffering, but he’d found a simple solution to the problem by helping Jihye get a boyfriend. Afterward, their relationship had become less turbulent, shifting into something resembling coexistence. In other words, Jihye had taken up the job of a loyal spy.


  


  [Me: why???] 12:01 p.m.


  [Ryu Jihye: I’ve got plans with Hyeongjin c:] 12:02 p.m.


  


  Was it really so hard to eat lunch with Sangwoo just twice a week?


  Uneasy at the thought of Sangwoo eating alone, Jaeyoung debated giving his lover a call, but he didn’t truly expect him to pick up. He might have managed to persuade Sangwoo into setting a special ringtone for his number, but he still kept his phone on silent during school hours.


  He sent a text instead, then found himself surprised when a response came almost immediately.


  


  [Me: babe how was class? hope you enjoy ur lunch] 12:05 p.m.


  [Choo Sangwoo♡♡: Babe, how was class? Hope you enjoy your lunch.*] 12:06 p.m.


  [Choo Sangwoo♡♡: Class was fine. I hope you have a good lunch as well.] 12:06 p.m.


  


  Jaeyoung glared at the screen.


  “Jaeyoung! Wanna go eat?”


  “Oh…sure.”


  Still slightly rattled, he pocketed the phone without typing out a response. I guess he’s not letting yesterday slide after all.


  The unease lingered through both lunch and coffee with his coworkers, refusing to leave even once he’d returned to his desk and started working again.


  Ten minutes before the end of the workday, Jaeyoung decided to confirm his hunch.


  


  [Me: wyd] 06:20 p.m.


  [Choo Sangwoo♡♡: What are you doing?*] 06:21 p.m.


  [Choo Sangwoo♡♡: Studying.] 06:21 p.m.


  [Me: where r u] 06:22 p.m.


  [Choo Sangwoo♡♡: Where are you?***] 06:23 p.m.


  [Choo Sangwoo♡♡: Home.] 06:23 p.m.


  [Choo Sangwoo♡♡: When are you coming back?] 06:24 p.m.


  [Me: gonnagohomein30minutse] 06:24 p.m.


  [Choo Sangwoo♡♡: Correction impossible.] 06:27 p.m.


  


  Jaeyoung leaned back in his chair with an incredulous scoff. It seemed Sangwoo had found a new obsession: fixing his grammar. And his boyfriend was like a dog with a bone—once he knew he wanted something, he never gave up until he got it, no matter what.


  If Jaeyoung didn’t want to risk an all-out war, he’d have to comply with his demands…and yet, he found himself not wanting to.


  What am I, a friggin’ doormat?


  They were supposed to be in a relationship, which meant they were equals. But unlike Jaeyoung, Sangwoo had given up nothing and made no effort to compromise. He went to school at the same time every day and studied as he always had. The only difference was that he now spent his spare time with Jaeyoung.


  It was like a dam had burst in his chest. Jaeyoung found himself clenching his teeth, his sternum throbbing with wave after wave of hurt.


  He barely registered the voices of his coworkers as they started to pack up.


  “Are you all heading out?”


  “You know it. Anyone wanna grab a drink? The team leader isn’t here, so it’ll just be the underlings!”


  “I’m in! Hyeonjin, you coming? How about you, Jaeyoung?”


  Phone in hand, Jaeyoung lifted his head. The coworker beside him was looking at him expectantly.


  Jaeyoung gave him an apologetic smile. “Sorry. I need to head home.”


  “Aw, man… It’s always work, home, work, home. You got a kid to take care of or something?”


  “No, not a kid, but…something like it, I suppose.”


  “I know what you mean. Your girlfriend’s got you on a short leash, huh? Never would’ve guessed!”


  He smiled without answering.


  Another coworker sitting across from him, Assistant Manager Park, called out, “Come on, Jaeyoung, just tag along this once! I’ve got something to ask you!”


  “What is it?”


  Park cleared his throat. “Well…I’d do anything for a new VeVen character. How can I bribe you, huh? Drinks? Food?”


  That set off a round of laughter. Jaeyoung’s office was full of avid Veggie Venturer players—but that was to be expected, given the game had held the top spot on the app store for a month running. Apparently, Assistant Manager Park alone had already spent 120,000 won on in-game purchases.


  “I thought the Friday update had some new maps and items,” Jaeyoung said with a chuckle.


  “Yep!” another coworker confirmed, popping in. “And he bought them all the moment they dropped.”


  “Oh, wow… I guess you’re paying my bills, Manager Park.”




  “Please, I neeeeed a new character. Just name the price, and I’ll pay it!” Park groveled. “At least tell me if you’re working on one already!”


  “I’ll have to talk with my developer about it.”


  “All right, all right! It’s getting late,” another coworker called out from where he stood by the door. “Let’s head out.” 


  Jaeyoung waited until the office emptied, then finally made his way down to the parking garage. Before leaving, he called Sangwoo. The call connected right before the third ring.


  “Hello.”


  “Hey. Just got off work. I’m thinking of picking up dinner. You want anything?”


  “Get whatever you want, Hyung.”


  “There’s a new Lebanese place near the office. Wanna try that?”


  “Sure.”


  Jaeyoung hung up and drove over to the restaurant. It was definitely a popular spot; he had to wait in a long line before he could pick up some flatbread with hummus, shish barak, kebabs, pickled olives, and fried rice.


  When he finally opened the door to their apartment, it was to find Sangwoo peeling carrots in the kitchen. Jaeyoung slipped his arms around his waist from behind and rested his chin on one of his shoulders. 


  Sangwoo’s hands froze. “I’m holding a knife, Hyung.”


  “But I missed you… Didn’t you miss me?”


  “Of course I did.”


  Sangwoo’s reply was as dry as an autumn leaf. And though Jaeyoung knew Sangwoo had never been one to stoop to empty pleasantries, he still couldn’t help but feel a little stung. 


  It wasn’t until Sangwoo had finished carefully, mechanically blending the carrots and pouring the juice into a glass that he finally, finally glanced at Jaeyoung.


  “Drink.”


  After a long pause, Jaeyoung reluctantly lifted the glass, took a small sip, and set it on the table. As he unpacked the food, Sangwoo sat down.


  “Hyung,” he began, pausing when he looked up at Jaeyoung. “Ah…you’re feeling young again today. I see.”


  Apparently, Sangwoo now equated being sulky with acting like a child. Still, the way he phrased things had honestly come a long way. 


  Jaeyoung quickly washed his hands and sat across from Sangwoo at the table. They began eating, quieter than usual.


  Sangwoo broke the silence first. “Are you not going to ask how my day went?”


  “How was your day?”


  “In my Compilers lecture, I was praised for having all the qualities of a good developer. The professor told me I’m the first student in five years to get a perfect score on an assignment.”


  “Sounds like the professor knows what he’s talking about.”


  As Jaeyoung tore into a piece of flatbread, he felt the wall of ice that had formed in his chest begin to thaw. He loved listening to Sangwoo recount his day in detail, even if it wasn’t anything remarkable. He loved gazing into his eyes, hearing his voice, sharing food…


  “Advanced English Conversation doesn’t live up to its name. We’ve been introducing ourselves in pairs for hours, saying things like, ‘I am majoring in computer engineering.’”


  Sangwoo appeared much more confident in his English skills now that Jaeyoung had tutored him a couple of times. Personally, Jaeyoung thought he’d still benefit from taking the class, but he gladly played along.


  “Yeah, you’re right. There’s nothing advanced about that. It’s a shame. Your English has improved so much lately, but you don’t even get to use it.”


  “Exactly. I hesitate to say this, but I think you’re a far better teacher than Professor Lindsay. At this point, I’m only taking the class because it is a required course. Otherwise, I’d have dropped it already. And Jihye keeps nitpicking my phrasing, even though she’s not any better herself…”


  “She’s giving you a hard time, huh?”


  “Not exactly, but she corrects me often.”


  “Totally ridiculous. She should just worry about herself.”


  Jaeyoung bit into a kebab, making a mental note to give her a talking-to. He’d put so much effort into building up Sangwoo’s confidence—he didn’t need anyone tearing it down.


  Sangwoo, eating a spoonful of fried rice, went on, “After lunch, I had coffee and took a walk.”


  “By yourself?”


  “Yes. Then I attended Mobile Computing.”


  “You said you haven’t learned anything new yet in that class, right?”


  “Yes. It’s a little disappointing, considering it’s a senior-level course.”


  “Eh, it’s always nice to have an easy class in your schedule.”


  “I cannot agree with your views on that.”


  “And then? What’d you do after that?”


  “I was going to come back home… But then I spent an hour thinking over your bad habits in detail.”


  Jaeyoung froze mid-bite.


  “While it is true that everyone deserves to have their personal freedom, we are in a romantic relationship. Therefore, I believe this is a reasonable request.”


  Sangwoo neatly set down his chopsticks, dabbed at his mouth with a napkin, and fixed a steady gaze on Jaeyoung.


  “From now on, please use proper grammar when you text me.”


  Without elaborating further, Sangwoo swiftly rose from his seat and disappeared into the bedroom, returning with a thick stack of papers in his arms. He handed Jaeyoung a spiral-bound document that looked to be well over two hundred pages. The cover read National Institute of Korean Language: Capitalization and Spacing Manual.


  Jaeyoung could only stare at him in disbelief. But Sangwoo was already busy taping a series of sheets with Common Grammar and Spelling Mistakes Koreans Make written at the top onto the refrigerator, their shelving, and even the front door. Anywhere his eyes might land.


  Rules, rules, and more rules.


  Jaeyoung knew that Choo Sangwoo lived and breathed by rules and regulations, and yes, he loved him for that, too. That was why, for the past three months, he’d gone out of his way to mold himself to the thirty-three different rules Sangwoo had established. The fact that Sangwoo seemed to be taking his efforts for granted stung, but it was something he could tolerate.


  What he couldn’t stand was the way Sangwoo tried to change everything about him that he found irritating.


  “Choo Sangwoo.”


  Jaeyoung’s voice was icy. Sangwoo, stopping his task mid-motion, turned around with a startled look.


  “This is me. This is who I am.”


  Sangwoo stared blankly at him. Then he turned back to the wall he had been facing, carefully smoothing out the paper against it before sitting at the table again, his expression stony.


  “I am aware. That’s why I’m asking you to fix these things.”


  “Why do I have to be the one who has to change? Can’t you bend on something for once?”


  “Your spelling and grammar are incorrect. That’s on you, not me.”


  “It’s fucking grammar. Why are you making such a big deal out of it? Just squint and ignore it.”


  Their voices grew sharper, faster. Even Sangwoo’s normally impassive face was beginning to show signs of irritation. He gazed up at the ceiling for a moment, then crossed his arms and locked eyes with Jaeyoung.


  “Grammar rules must be observed for effective and efficient communication. Yes or no?”


  “No. We’re texting, not writing a thesis. As long as the meaning gets across, that’s enough. No one’s going to reread them anyway.”


  “I back our texts up regularly. I intend to keep them permanently.”


  “So…if I smash your hard drive, problem solved?”


  “I keep a copy in the cloud.”


  Jaeyoung glared at the clock. This was a spectacular waste of their precious evening hours. It was time that he could have spent exchanging intimate murmurs with Sangwoo, gazing into his eyes, or holding his hand across the table. All he wanted to do was kiss, cuddle, and adore his boyfriend.


  And yet, this was one place he couldn’t yield. He’d done everything Sangwoo asked until now, but he would only keep bulldozing his way through their relationship if Jaeyoung let him. 


  Sure, they were literally joined at the hips frequently, but they were still two very different people. No amount of love could erase those differences or force one of them to match their preferences entirely to the other’s.


  “I’m doing everything I can to be a good partner to you. Isn’t that enough?”


  “Everything you can?” Sangwoo looked at him like he was speaking German.


  It was the last straw. Jaeyoung felt something snap inside him.


  Sangwoo frowned slightly and continued, “What makes you think—? No, why are you being so stubborn about this? It will only take you the barest amount of effort and time to correct.”


  “Because I don’t want to correct it.”


  “You can’t spare five seconds for me?”


  “I’m not some AI you can program however you want. I’m me.”


  “You know…this is incredibly irritating.”


  What had started as a small complaint about capitalization had swelled into something larger, maybe because it wasn’t really about grammar and spelling after all. 


  No, it’s about something else entirely.


  “You only do what you feel like doing. You say you love me, but you don’t show it through your actions,” Sangwoo growled.


  “What…? What are you even talking about? Do you have any idea how much I’ve given up for you? How many compromises I’ve made? If you want to erase every flaw you see in me, you should’ve just dated some robot dude like yourself instead!”


  Sangwoo blinked at him. “How could you say that to me?”


  “You’ve got rules for everything. I can’t do this in the mornings, I can’t do that during the week, and I can’t do this in the shower…”


  Sangwoo opened his mouth to argue, but Jaeyoung cut him off swiftly.


  “Newsflash, I’m not likethat! Sometimes I wanna just crash without showering. Or take a day off when I feel like it and go on a road trip with you midweek. I want to make love whenever, wherever, not just according to schedule. I want to read in places that aren’t desks, sleep in places that aren’t beds. I want to leave the dishes in the sink and not clean my room for days. But you won’t let me do any of it. Lately it feels like…like you’ve got your whole life programmed out, and you’re just trying to find some place to cram me in!”


  “I don’t understand. You always leave the dishes in the sink, and I’ve never once seen you clean your room.”


  “See? All you ever notice are my faults. Do you even love me?”


  Jaeyoung clenched his fists, glowering at the floor. He was starting to realize that all the tiny bits of resentment he’d been neglecting to address had built up into something tall and monstrous. The past three months he’d spent with Sangwoo had been happy and dreamy, of course, but they had also been filled with unease.


  “You think I don’t love you?” Sangwoo demanded quietly. “When have I ever done anything to give you that impression?”


  Jaeyoung found himself speechless. 


  Choo Sangwoo was, objectively, a dedicated and gentle partner. He spent all his time outside of his classes with Jaeyoung and had even taken the time to learn about his hobbies so they could share them. He tolerated movies he didn’t like and was always passionate in bed.


  And yet, for a man in love, he was too rational, too logical, too mechanical. He always checked the sheets before lying down, kept an eye on the clock, and cleaned up immediately after making a mess. Even after a mind-blowing session of making love, he would wash up meticulously and carry the damp sheets and clothes to the laundry hamper right away.


  Technically, there was nothing wrong with having such a neat, reliable partner. Still, Jaeyoung resented how perfect Sangwoo was, even if it felt petty to admit it.


  God… What am I even doing?


  Jaeyoung’s past relationships had been flooded with trivial complaints, repeated quarrels, and blowups that ended in breakups. They’d always ended within a month or two, mainly because he’d never bothered to actually try. If someone he’d been dating had wanted something, he’d ignored it. If they’d started a fight, he’d just walked away. 


  But this time was supposed to be different. He’d sworn to himself he wouldn’t ruin things again, had poured himself into making him and Sangwoo work. Yet, even with all that effort, here they were, bickering. And for once, he was the one terrified over losing what they had. 


  He had no idea what to do. All he knew was that he couldn’t let them end—not like this, not now. Their relationship meant too much to him. 


  Christ, what was he supposed to do about their hundred-day anniversary, a little over a week away? He’d planned out a romantic little celebration for them, something he’d never done before. There was also Sangwoo’s birthday next month, for which he’d already ordered a gift. He’d gone out of his way to set things up so it would be delivered to his office, too, not wanting to ruin the surprise. 


  Seriously, how pathetic can I get? Jaeyoung lamented with an inward moan, remembering the entire ski trip he’d daydreamed up for them to go on—down to picking out Sangwoo’s goggles, ski suit, and board. Now the whole thing felt pitiful in the face of the looming fear of a breakup. 


  “Why aren’t you saying anything? What did I do wrong?” Sangwoo persisted.


  “You never do anything wrong. It’s always me who screws up, right?”


  Though Jaeyoung knew he had to work with Sangwoo to try and mend their relationship, all his words came out twisted and sardonic. Was everything really all his fault? Was he really just too imperfect, too unaccommodating?


  If I could only stop being so damn touchy, we’d probably never have an argument again.


  The thought suddenly killed all his confidence. Inside him, it was like a flame flickered out.


  It took a moment for Jaeyoung to collect himself. Finally, he managed, “I don’t want to fight. I’m gonna get some fresh air.”


  “No. Stay here.”


  “I just need to cool off for a sec.”


  “I said no.”


  Jaeyoung ignored him and rose to his feet, grabbing the first windbreaker he saw off its hanger and heading for the door. If they kept going, they’d only hurt each other more.


  Sangwoo remained seated at the table, unmoving, as Jaeyoung shoved his feet into the closest pair of shoes and took hold of the doorknob.


  “Maybe I’ll never be good enough for you, but don’t you dare say I haven’t tried. I even quit smoking for you.”


  With that, he stepped out into the night. 




  What did I do wrong?


  Sangwoo mulled the question over for a while, but no answer came to him. 


  On average, composing a text message took five to thirty seconds. Tapping in some extra characters did not significantly increase that time. And yet Jaeyoung had seemed to take offense to Sangwoo’s request, as if he’d asked for something completely unreasonable.


  I don’t understand.


  Sangwoo looked out the window and dialed Jaeyoung’s number. But the call ended after a few rings, a text illuminating the screen soon after.


  


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: b home soon] 08:06 p.m.


  [Me: Be home soon.*] 08:07 p.m.


  


  It was only once he’d sent the message that Sangwoo realized what he’d done. Damn it…, he groaned inwardly. Sending that correction had been a grave mistake, an action that would surely lead to another conflict.


  He went to unsend the message, but it was already marked as read. So, pursing his lips nervously, he waited for a reply. He could almost see Jaeyoung’s furious expression glaring back at him from beyond the screen.


  


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: ur funnyyyyy] 08:11 p.m. 


  


  It was obvious that Jaeyoung was deliberately using incorrect spelling and grammar now. He was sulking, determined to torment Sangwoo however he could.


  Unwilling to fold, Sangwoo sent back a corrected version of Jaeyoung’s second text, too. But what came back was even worse.


  


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: h ey] 08:13 p.m. 


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: wHo dO Ÿou thInk Ũ R¿ tHe iņveNtOr of koReäN????] 08:14 p.m. 


  


  What in the world…? Sangwoo felt nauseous the instant he saw the message. Never before had a string of text provoked such rage within him. The grotesque jumble went beyond unpleasant: It triggered a wave of actual physical repulsion. 


  Struggling not to look at the text, Sangwoo typed out his reply in rough, stabbing pokes.


  


  [Me: stop itnow] 08:14 p.m. 


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: Stop it now.**] 08:15 p.m. 


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: forgotabtgrammarruleshuh??] 08:16 p.m.


  


  What on earth is that supposed to say?


  


  [Me: Im blocking you] 08:16 p.m.


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: I’m blocking you.*****] 08:17 p.m.


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: suresurssuesrue do whatevr you want^ㅡ& 08:18 p.m.


  


  “Has he actually gone insane?”


  Either that or he’d been possessed by some kind of evil spirit. Sangwoo tried to compose a calm reply, but the flood of messages made it impossible to concentrate.


  


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: blrrbbttrrrrlll] 08:20 p.m.


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: my na’e i s jAng Jea y0u ng] 08:20 p.m.


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: abcdefghiJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJJwJJJjJJJJJ] 08:20 p.m.


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: notgonnacorrrectmehuh??] 08:21 p.m.


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: donttellme uactally blockeadme???] 08:23 p.m.


  


  Sangwoo hesitated, not knowing how to respond, but then he caught sight of a white hatchback pulling out of the parking lot of their building. Pressing his nose against the window, he strained to follow it, but it was soon out of sight.


  Scowling in despair, Sangwoo returned to the dining table and plopped back down. 


  Never once had he actually tried to pin Jaeyoung down. In fact, knowing just how free-spirited he was, Sangwoo had done his best to avoid making him feel trapped, carefully trying to iron out any friction in their daily lives. He’d imposed as few rules as possible, quietly handling small matters—like unwashed dishes or abandoned socks—on his own without complaint. For example, even though Jaeyoung slept in his bed every night despite their separate rooms, Sangwoo had never once raised it as an issue.


  Yet somehow, he’d still managed to drive Jaeyoung away.


  Am I responsible for this?


  He contemplated the matter. Over the past three months, Jaeyoung had always appeared quite happy on the outside, but perhaps he’d been concealing his building disappointment.


  “I want to make love whenever, wherever, not just according to schedule.”


  The first month after they’d started dating had been extreme entropy, utter disorder. It had only been manageable for Sangwoo because he was on break, but Jaeyoung had been surviving on an hour or two of sleep, sometimes going without it entirely, before work. 


  Despite eating plenty, Jaeyoung had still lost nearly three kilograms that month. In addition, he’d sustained injuries trying out Kama Sutra positions he’d insisted on. Their engagements had also resulted in a cracked shower wall, a broken dining table leg, and a sofa so thoroughly ruined they’d had to replace it. 


  Those had been chaotic days. Only by restricting the times and places they were permitted to have intercourse had they managed to return their world to some semblance of order.


  “See? All you ever notice are my faults.”


  That was an incorrect assumption. It had been a long time since Sangwoo had been able to judge Jaeyoung objectively. He couldn’t even recall what Jaeyoung’s flaws were, or whether such things had ever existed. Simply being around Jaeyoung filled him with joy; why would he waste precious time on searching for flaws?


  To be told otherwise stung.


  “This is incredibly stressful.”


  He rose and cleared the table, heart aching. Seeing the glass of carrot juice Jaeyoung had left behind, barely touched, only worsened the pain. 


  Sangwoo had always pretended not to notice, but he knew Jaeyoung hated drinking the stuff. He wouldn’t even go near it without Sangwoo hovering over him. But even so, he hadn’t been able to let go of the hope that it would provide Jaeyoung some relief from his dry eyes.


  Sangwoo put plastic wrap over the glass and placed it in the fridge, then went to the sink and washed all the dishes. He felt much better after cleaning the living room, so much so that he considered tidying Jaeyoung’s room—a proposition he promptly gave up on within a second of cracking open the door. Even for him, efficient as he was, it would take at least three hours.


  He took a quick shower instead, then returned to his room and transferred their travel photos over to his PC so he could organize them. For a moment, he lingered on his favorite one. Jaeyoung had been bragging about his “ginormous” bubblegum bubble, only for it to pop right as Sangwoo took the picture.


  Sangwoo set the photo as his new wallpaper and scrolled through the rest: Jaeyoung curiously peering out of a cable car, Jaeyoung laughing with a sausage skewer in his mouth, Jaeyoung lying on the bed of their rental cabin and checking his phone, Jaeyoung slumbering away in a wash of morning sunlight.


  A sudden fear gripped him. What if Jaeyoung wanted to break up with him someday? And what if he couldn’t change his mind, no matter what he did? 


  The misery and pain would be proportional to the blinding happiness he felt nowadays. It was terrifying.


  I need to take preventative measures. If there was even a single seed of conflict that might one day lead to them breaking up, it had to be uprooted early on, no matter how small.


  Sangwoo went on his phone and solemnly observed the rapidly growing seedling that had sent cracks through the bedrock of his and Jaeyoung’s relationship. It was true that the ten most recent messages his boyfriend had sent were truly unbearable, but he found the rest didn’t aggravate him as much as before.


  


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: im coming home now. buy me chickn plzz>] 4 days ago


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: what r u wearing now? smthng cutie?] 4 days ago


  


  If he just interpreted Jaeyoung’s texting style as a trade-off where he ignored grammatical accuracy in exchange for boosting the displays of affection, Sangwoo could accept it as it was.


  


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: why no answer?????????] 1 month ago


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: who r u talking to??? if no reply in 1 min WE R GETTIN DIVORCED!!!] 1 month ago


  


  Using multiple punctuation marks might not improve efficiency whatsoever, but Sangwoo could admit it did serve the purpose of emphasizing the sender’s emotional state.


  


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: i love u S angwooya] 2 months ago


  


  Sangwoo took a moment to contemplate. Though the grammar and spelling of Jaeyoung’s texts often irritated him, he most frequently found the content itself pleasing. 


  Actually…that was how he’d felt about Jaeyoung himself at the very beginning. He’d disliked him from the start—turned off by his crimson clothes, cocky posture, and crude manner of speech. It was only after falling for him that Sangwoo’s hatred for those external factors had faded into the background. 


  Just like he said, I started a fight over something that isn’t even important. 


  Sangwoo’s chest throbbed with regret. Jaeyoung was the only one he’d ever wanted. How could he have tormented him over something so trivial?


  He quickly typed out a text, then got to work. First, he tore the plastic spiral binding off the 243-page capitalization and spacing manual he’d printed out and threw it into the recycling. He also took down all the grammar and spelling sheets he’d posted around the house.


  When he checked his phone again, a reply was waiting for him.


  


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: I love you. ♡ I miss you. ♡♡♡] 10:02 p.m.


  


  It seemed like Jaeyoung’s temper had finally cooled. Sangwoo immediately changed into his outside clothes and fixed his gaze on the window. After thirty-two minutes of waiting, a familiar hatchback came into view.


  Sangwoo rushed out the front door, rode the elevator down to the first floor, and ran, breathless, into the parking lot just as Jaeyoung’s car pulled in. He wanted to see Jaeyoung right then, immediately, but the tinted windows of the car hid him from view. 


  Finally, after waiting a number of excruciating minutes for the hatchback to park, the car turned off, and the driver’s side door opened. But then…a stranger stepped out.


  Sangwoo walked forward, frowning in confusion.


  The situation made much more sense once he slid into the driver’s seat. Jaeyoung was seated on the passenger’s side, cheeks flushed. The car reeked of alcohol.


  “Did you go out for drinks?”


  “Yeah.”


  “With who?”


  “Daehyun and Jinjoo-noona.”


  Sangwoo nodded. Kim Daehyun, twenty-seven, was Jaeyoung’s friend from high school who currently ran a restaurant specializing in octopus. Lee Jinjoo, twenty-nine, had a corporate job. Neither posed a threat to his and Jaeyoung’s relationship, given they were dating each other.


  Now that the conversation had fizzled out, an awkward silence settled over the car. Whereas shouting matches had been relatively frequent between them in the past, this was the first time since they’d officially gotten together that they’d bickered badly enough to hurt one another’s feelings.  


  Sangwoo’s chest tightened with anxiety. The thought that he might’ve ruined everything hovered over him like a specter, but then he remembered a certain common thread among all the dating advice books he’d been reading. 


  “Conflict is said to be a sign of a healthy relationship,” he quoted.


  Jaeyoung kept his eyes on the window, silent. 


  “It’s said not fighting at all is actually worse than the alternative,” he continued.


  At that, Jaeyoung smiled faintly, which gave Sangwoo the courage to keep going.


  “Remember the three requests I made of you when we first started dating? You’ve honored all three. I think you’re doing perfectly fine.”


  Jaeyoung had texted and called him so frequently that his phone was never silent for more than a few minutes, had never once raised his voice, and had been faithfully tutoring him in English three times a week.


  “And the other thirty-three rules?”


  “Those are only minor guidelines for daily living. I can compromise on those, or even discard them altogether, if they make you feel trapped or resentful. I don’t want you feeling stressed.”


  Jaeyoung didn’t respond, so Sangwoo kept going.


  “I’m planning on dating you for many, many years, Hyung. Still, if we want this to last, we both need to relax a bit. Maybe you don’t know this because your relationships have always been short-lived, but they say when you try too hard in the beginning, a breakup is almost inevitable.”


  “And where’d you hear those words of wisdom?”


  “One Hundred Ways to Marry Your First Love, volume two, page 148.”




  Sangwoo fell silent for a moment, sorting through his thoughts before taking a deep breath. 


  “What I’m trying to say is…stop pushing yourself to go above and beyond all the time,” he finished, keeping his voice as level as possible. “As long as I have your love, that’s enough for me. I already knew before we moved in together that you were a smoker. If you want a cigarette, have one. If you’re tired, skip cooking breakfast. I’m used to cereal. As far as your texting style… It’s a minor issue. I’ll just handle all your aberrant behaviors like an exception from now on instead of selfishly forcing you to fix them.”


  As a developer, Sangwoo knew how to set his priorities. He couldn’t allow such minuscule glitches to crash his system every single day. 


  “An exception…?” Jaeyoung echoed curiously.


  “Yes. Essentially, exceptions are errors that don’t stop a program from running,” Sangwoo explained.


  “How does that work?”


  “In Java, if an exception occurs within a thread, you can use try/catch statements to—mmph!”


  His words were cut off abruptly. Jaeyoung had closed the distance between them in an instant, surging forward to press their lips together. The kiss was urgent, desperate, and mixed with the sharp tang of alcohol and cigarette smoke.


  Had Jaeyoung actually heard anything he’d just said? Sangwoo couldn’t be sure. His eyes were shut tight, his passion palpable. Sangwoo managed to push him back slightly.


  “Actually, I wasn’t done…”


  Jaeyoung ignored him. The moment Sangwoo’s lips had parted, he’d moved to take advantage, and now his hot tongue forced through the newly opened gap. 


  Jaeyoung didn’t seem too inebriated, not really, but his hand on Sangwoo’s neck seared his skin like it was on fire. Dazed, Sangwoo melted into the heated embrace.


  Jaeyoung shifted over to the driver’s seat, straddling Sangwoo’s lap and crowding the already narrow space. His hand dove downward, working at Sangwoo’s belt, but then Sangwoo broke their kiss and reached out to stop him. 


  “Trying to solve an interpersonal conflict with sex… That seems problematic, don’t you think?”


  “Not at all.”


  With a curt reply, Jaeyoung’s lips immediately made contact with Sangwoo’s throat. His mouth and tongue pulled and sucked at the skin there, leaving it tingling. 


  Sangwoo forced the words in his head out before his sense of reason could vanish entirely. “Rules thirty-two and thirty-three—”


  “Forget them.”


  “What?”


  Jaeyoung lifted his head, eyes unfocused but still exuding a stubborn, reckless energy. “Time and place don’t matter anymore. You told me all you needed was my love, and right here, right now, I’m giving it to you.”


  Sangwoo could already tell he was going to lose this time, that he was going to let Jaeyoung have his way. Even so, he still tried to stand his ground.


  “You have work tomorrow,” he pronounced, keeping his voice steady. “And we both agreed to the no sex in the car rule after we had to replace the seat cushions.”


  “So what? I don’t care.”


  “Fine. Then move over.”


  Sangwoo pushed at Jaeyoung’s chest, but Jaeyoung only pressed in harder.


  “Move. I’ll use my mouth,” Sangwoo snapped.


  Jaeyoung’s eyes went wide.


  Three months had passed since Sangwoo’s last reckless attempt to give head, which had left him with a torn lip. He’d tried practicing with bananas before the event, but it had turned out the real thing wasn’t comparable in either diameter or length. Still, despite that debacle, if Jaeyoung was going to be stubborn about having intercourse here and now, oral sex would be the cleanest way out.


  By the time Sangwoo looked up again, Jaeyoung was already sitting obediently in the passenger seat.


  Shifting to that side of the car himself, Sangwoo tugged down Jaeyoung’s light gray jeans to his thighs. The front of his boxers was already dark and damp, visible even in the darkness. 


  Sangwoo drew a deep breath and pulled the underwear down, and Jaeyoung’s arousal sprang free.


  It looks even bigger than usual today, he thought with a quiet exhale as he knelt between Jaeyoung’s legs. He rested his elbows on Jaeyoung’s knees, then glanced up and found Jaeyoung’s half-lidded eyes fixed on him. A single hand slid into Sangwoo’s hair—not gentle, but urgent.


  “I’m only doing it once, then we’ll head—hngh!”


  Sangwoo’s words were cut off as Jaeyoung jerked his head forward, driving his penis between his parted lips.


  I see. He’s in bulldozer mode today.


  There were times when Jaeyoung’s arousal simply took him over. In those moments, he grew rougher, quieter, letting instinct dominate. 


  He took on other roles as well: the affectionate boyfriend, the focused athlete, the porn star with a dirty mouth, the mischievous trickster, the whining baby, or the lazy bum who made Sangwoo do all the work. Sometimes, Sangwoo felt as if he were dating several people at once.


  His lips stretched taut around Jaeyoung’s penis, his tongue rolling along its length. The taste of salty pre-cum, welling from the tip, filled his mouth.


  Sangwoo traced every vein with meticulous attention, occasionally pulling back to scrape the tip lightly with his teeth. The sensation of the latter caused Jaeyoung’s thigh to jerk under him without fail. 


  Drool ran unchecked down Sangwoo’s chin, but swallowing it beforehand wasn’t an option. Keeping Jaeyoung’s penis in his mouth was all he could manage—and it seemed to be getting even bigger.


  Jaeyoung pressed down on Sangwoo’s head again, rocking the tip of his penis forward to nudge the back of his throat. If Sangwoo could have, he would’ve warned him he was pushing in too far, but Jaeyoung’s grip in his hair made speech impossible. So he forced himself to move up and down instead, slow and deliberate, lips sealed, tongue dragging along the underside of Jaeyoung’s penis, just as he’d practiced three months ago.


  “Nngh… Sangwoo-ya…”


  He couldn’t answer, of course. His mouth was otherwise occupied.


  Jaeyoung tugged harder on Sangwoo’s hair, forcing his head back until their eyes locked. Sangwoo dropped his gaze, trying to concentrate, but Jaeyoung tugged again in a silent demand for his attention.


  Sangwoo had no choice but to meet Jaeyoung’s eyes as he sucked on his penis, as he swallowed him down all the way and slid back up, lips pulled tight, and caught at the tip gently with his teeth. 


  Pausing briefly to swallow, Sangwoo went back to work. Jaeyoung, meanwhile, pressed his palm firmly down on the back of Sangwoo’s head as his penis sank deep, then yanked his head back up. 


  Their rhythm matched at first, but Jaeyoung’s pace soon increased in speed as impatience crept into him. Sangwoo followed his lead without protest, clenching his lips tight to avoid splitting his lip a second time. 


  “Ungh…fuck…”


  Sangwoo’s own penis throbbed painfully, straining against his jeans. He desperately wanted to relieve the building pressure, but with one hand cupping the base of Jaeyoung’s penis and the other bracing against his thigh, there was no chance of that.


  Suddenly, Jaeyoung gripped Sangwoo’s head with both hands, holding him in place. 


  Sangwoo glanced up in surprise just as Jaeyoung thrust deep, penis scraping against the roof of his mouth. Another thrust followed, this time rougher. 


  Sangwoo’s head rocked with the force as Jaeyoung drove himself in and out without restraint, again and again—recklessly enough that Sangwoo feared he was destined for another split lip. 


  Sangwoo clutched at Jaeyoung’s thighs desperately, but then, without warning, he stopped moving entirely. 


  Sangwoo blinked in confusion. He’d been expecting Jaeyoung to ejaculate at any moment. But instead, Jaeyoung hooked his arms under Sangwoo’s armpits and hauled him upright.


  Their eyes met briefly, and then Jaeyoung’s lips crashed against his in a tongue-tangling, saliva-mixing kiss. He kissed Sangwoo as if afraid he’d float away, one frantically gripping hand at his head and one at his waist. His touch told Sangwoo more than a hundred words could convey.


  Jaeyoung broke the kiss only to reach sideways, yanking open the car’s center console compartment. A sunglasses case and some wet wipes were promptly tossed onto the driver’s seat, followed by a number of other miscellaneous items, among them a condom packet and a bottle of lube.


  Sangwoo blinked. “I thought we agreed to stop having intercourse in the car. Why didn’t you clean this out?”


  “’Cause I just knew a day like this would come.” Jaeyoung peppered kisses along Sangwoo’s neck, squeezing his buttocks as his voice dropped to a low murmur. “Why? You wanna stop? Wanna go inside and sleep in separate beds, just like your rules dictate?”


  “You should’ve asked me that before I got an erection.”


  “So…you’re treating this as another exception?”


  “Yes.”


  Jaeyoung didn’t waste another second. He tugged Sangwoo’s pants and boxers down with a single movement, then pushed his fingers, which were slick with lube, inside his hole impatiently.


  Sangwoo clung to him, letting out a faint huffing breath.


  “Are you still angry at me?” he whispered.


  “I was never angry at you.”


  “Liar.”


  Jaeyoung didn’t argue, choosing to push Sangwoo back against the seat, reclining it. Then he lifted one of Sangwoo’s legs, pressing kisses against his throat as he worked his fingers ever deeper. 


  Wet, obscene sounds filled the air as Jaeyoung’s fingers teased him, deliberately pressing everywhere but his most sensitive spot.


  Why is he doing that? Sangwoo grumbled internally. He knew Jaeyoung was just as desperate as he was—he had to be—so why was he toying with him?


  Sangwoo finally snapped his eyes open, frustrated, only to see Jaeyoung’s glinting with mischief.


  “Hey, Sangwoo-ya… Was my spelling really pissing you off that much?”


  “I certainly didn’t find it agreeable.”


  “I mean, you can’t expect me to type out everything perfectly all the time, right?”


  “Enough. Please…”


  “What was that?”


  “The teasing. Stop. Just—”


  “Damn, your grammar’s atrocious.”


  “You know what I’m trying to—hngh…”


  “You gotta compose your sentences carefully, Sangwoo-ya. Subject, verb, object.”


  “Shit…”


  Obviously, Jaeyoung was determined to make his life difficult. The only way out was to play along. 


  Sangwoo shut his eyes, forcing his lips to form words. “Please shove your…huge cock…inside me.”


  It was a crude sentence Jaeyoung had taught him over the past month. 


  Jaeyoung burst out laughing. “You literally sound like a robot.”


  Clearly, no matter what he did, he was going to be messed with. Sangwoo sent Jaeyoung a glare, only for his expectations to be upended again when the jerk pulled his fingers free and spread him open. 


  Something thick and blunt pressed against Sangwoo’s entrance. Anticipation flickered through him, his body tensing instinctively.


  “Well, your wish is my command.”


  Jaeyoung pushed in. 


  A wave of pleasure rippled through Sangwoo, forcing a cry from his lips. 


  “Ah…!”


  Jaeyoung stared into Sangwoo’s eyes as he moved deliberately slow, tormenting him with shallow thrusts. 


  Sangwoo dragged him down by his neck until their foreheads touched. “Stop…teasing me.”


  “In case you forgot, we haven’t made up yet.”


  “You said you weren’t angr—ah!”


  Jaeyoung hiked Sangwoo’s leg high, sliding in even deeper. Sangwoo clung to his neck, trembling, only for Jaeyoung to stop again. He was barely halfway in.


  “You can be so…petty…,” Sangwoo grunted.


  “Petty? Who, me?”


  “Yes. You’re doing this just because I corrected your spelli—nngh!”


  “Trust me, you haven’t seen what my real petty looks like.”


  “Now you’re just acting like a—hng!”


  Without warning, Jaeyoung drove in all the way. Sangwoo had grown used to his length over time, but the sudden movement still knocked the air from his lungs. Pain and pleasure tangled. 


  Feeling his mind going blank, Sangwoo squeezed his eyes shut.




  “Look at me, Sangwoo-ya.”


  Sangwoo shook his head.


  “You never listen, do you?” Jaeyoung muttered, then began to move.


  He slipped out just enough to slam back in, jolting Sangwoo’s body and sending a sharp stab of pleasure through his stomach.


  Lacing one hand tightly with Sangwoo’s, Jaeyoung cushioned the back of his head with the other. “Sangwoo-ya.”


  “Haaah… Nngh…”


  “C’mon, what kind of answer is that?”


  Sangwoo tried to reply, but every time he opened his mouth, Jaeyoung drove into him. When he cracked his eyes open, he saw Jaeyoung hovering above him, an insufferable grin on his face.


  Sangwoo leaned in for a kiss, but Jaeyoung tilted his head back, denying him even that. Asshole…


  “If you’re only going to keep teasing me, then let’s swap positions. I can satisfy myself just fine.”


  Sangwoo started to sit up, but Jaeyoung pinned him and set a faster, ruthless rhythm.


  Sangwoo’s irritation faded in an instant, and he looped his arms around Jaeyoung’s neck, pulling him close. But he still suppressed his moans of pleasure, his pride not allowing him to let any sound escape.


  Jaeyoung slid two fingers between Sangwoo’s teeth. “Don’t bite your lip. You’ll hurt yourself.”


  After a moment, Sangwoo finally gave in and let his moans spill out without restraint as the harsh pace of Jaeyoung’s thrusting rocked his body up and down, pressing one of his shoulders painfully hard against the cushion of the passenger seat.


  Jaeyoung leaned in even closer, stroking Sangwoo’s cheek with his palm, then hooked Sangwoo’s other leg over his arm and spread him wide.


  Sangwoo didn’t even care how exposed or scandalous the new position made him look. As Jaeyoung’s penis sank inside him again and again, hitting deeper and deeper than before, he lost himself in the flood of sensation.


  “Sangwoo-ya…”


  “Hnnng… Nngh…!”


  “Answer me.”


  “Mmm… Wha…? I…”


  “No, give me a proper answer.”


  Sangwoo shook his head frantically, snapping his hips up to meet Jaeyoung’s pounding thrusts. Sparks burst across his vision, and his hole clenched unintentionally, drawing a low groan from Jaeyoung’s lips.


  God, this feels so fucking good.


  But Sangwoo kept the words to himself—something that had become a habit ever since he’d realized he swore whenever he drank or had sex.


  “Fuck… So good…”


  Jaeyoung, on the other hand, clearly had no intention of holding back.


  Sangwoo surged up and finally managed to steal Jaeyoung’s lips. He devoured them, tangling their tongues together in a violent clashing of mouths as Jaeyoung rammed into him even faster.


  Sangwoo’s back was soaked with sweat. Every single point they were touching felt wet and burning hot.


  “Sangwoo-ya…,” Jaeyoung gasped between ragged breaths. He lifted his head, sweat dripping from his chin onto Sangwoo’s lips. “You know why I’m so obsessed…with having sex with you?”


  Because you have an addiction. You need to see a professional, Sangwoo thought, but he was too busy moaning to speak.


  Jaeyoung gripped Sangwoo’s cheeks hard enough to send a pulsing ache through his jaw, forcing his gaze up. “Because this is…the only time I get to see you…fall apart.”


  “That’s…ridiculous…”


  A chuckle slipped past Jaeyoung’s lips, and he began to thrust even harder, faster. His eyes were warm, his gaze honeyed, but his pace was merciless.


  Sangwoo wanted to smile back, but all his mouth could form were broken cries.


  “Hyung, slower… Ahhh, please…”


  “Gotta fully construct those sentences, Sangwoo-ya.”


  “Fuck… You’re seriously going to be that…petty…?”


  “Oh? Was that an f-word I just heard?”


  Jaeyoung muttered something about breaking rule seventeen, but Sangwoo was too far gone to care.


  That night, Sangwoo thoroughly learned his lesson: Minor infractions should always be handled as exceptions without Jaeyoung having to ask.


  


  ***


  


  “Damn, I’m wiped out. Feels like I just played three rounds of basketball.”


  When they climbed out of the car, it was already half past one in the morning. The seats were—as expected—a disaster, but Jaeyoung insisted he’d take care of it, so Sangwoo simply wiped everything down with a tissue and trudged away.


  His legs trembled as they made their way toward their apartment building, barely supporting his weight. Jaeyoung whined and begged for a piggyback ride, but when Sangwoo actually offered, he waved him off.


  Confused, Sangwoo could only let out a sigh. “Well, this is worrisome.”


  “Don’t worry. I don’t have the stamina to pull this off every night.”


  “You say that, but…remember what happened during summer break?”


  Sangwoo’s worry deepened as they stood in the elevator. It felt like his daily routine was on the verge of collapse. He was a student carrying twenty-four credits, and Jaeyoung was a new hire at De:ex. Yet Jaeyoung was already acting like rules thirty-two and thirty-three had been scrapped. And Sangwoo couldn’t have repeats of this particular night happening every day.


  “If only every day could be like today…”


  Jaeyoung’s voice was warm and content as he hugged Sangwoo from behind, leaning all his weight on him until Sangwoo felt like he was hauling around a bear. Sangwoo half dragged him to their door, typed their code into the keypad, and began to go through his list of priorities.


  “Drink your carrot juice first, then shower. You’re forbidden from stepping into my bedroom before these actions have been completed.”


  Ignoring Jaeyoung’s whining and begging, Sangwoo went straight to the fridge, pulled out the cup of carrot juice, and handed it over.


  Jaeyoung stared at the drink with a gloomy expression, then snatched it away, ripping off the plastic seal and tossing it to the floor. He squeezed his eyes shut and started chugging. His throat bobbed as the juice quickly disappeared.


  With a sharp exhale, Jaeyoung set the glass down on the table. “Phew…”


  “Good job.”


  “I only drank it because you went through the trouble of making it. This’ll be my last.”


  “What?”


  “Don’t make me carrot juice anymore. I don’t want it.”


  “But your eyes are too dry—”


  “Shhh. It’s an exception. Handle it.”


  Sangwoo was left speechless. Here Jaeyoung was, using his own words against him. He had no choice but to concede after a moment, even as he silently resolved to switch to drowning Jaeyoung in Goji berry tea and Vitamin A supplements.


  Jaeyoung, meanwhile, had grabbed a red marker from their pen holder and marched up to the wall where the thirty-three house rules were posted. He slashed through thirty-two and thirty-three like they had personally wronged him, then scrawled in huge, triumphant letters: Renegotiation concluded!!!


  Arms crossed, he admired his work with visible pride.


  Yeah, right, Sangwoo thought sourly, handing him a fresh pair of boxers. Jaeyoung never slept in anything else. 


  “Now, go take a shower.”


  “You want me to go first?”


  “Yes.”


  Jaeyoung stretched languidly, arms reaching toward the ceiling, then stripped with a yawn, tossing his clothes on the floor in front of the bathroom door.


  Watching him stand there bare, Sangwoo had a sudden, unexpected change of heart. He strode forward and wrapped his arms around Jaeyoung’s waist from behind.


  Jaeyoung glanced back, an eyebrow raised. “I thought only one person was allowed to shower at a time.”


  “It’s an exception. Handle it.”


  Jaeyoung burst out laughing and dragged him into the bathroom.


  The door slammed shut behind them.




  2. Proposal 5.0


  Two months remained before Sangwoo and Jaeyoung’s departure to the US. Between moving preparations, travel planning, and selling the car, there was no shortage of tasks to complete—but all that came second to what Sangwoo had to do tonight.


  


  [Me: Are you off work?] 06:55 p.m.


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: 7 mins out] 06:57 p.m.


  [♥Jang Jaeyoung♥: want me to grab food? or should we go out???] 06:57 p.m.


  [Me: It’s fine. Don’t get anything.] 06:58 p.m.


  


  Sangwoo set his phone back on its mount and drew in a deep breath.


  He’d rehearsed this day over and over, run simulations a hundred times in his head. Still, his nerves wouldn’t settle. It was the most important day of his life. Nothing could go wrong. Nothing.


  He reviewed the steps of the plan again, in order. Everything was laid out perfectly. He’d lined up romantic moments one after another, each one designed to stir up Jaeyoung’s feelings more and more. By the end, the chances of Jaeyoung saying no would be zero.


  Sangwoo pictured Jaeyoung nodding enthusiastically with tears in his eyes and felt himself harden at the thought. But it wasn’t the time for such things; he couldn’t let sexual arousal ruin what was about to unfold.


  He hurriedly turned the radio to a Buddhist channel, letting the pleasant chanting of a monk calm his racing pulse. As he listened, a familiar hatchback slipped into the lot and cut its engine.


  Jaeyoung climbed out. His hair, which he’d been growing out for the past five months, was now long enough to tie into a ponytail. Three piercings glinted in his ears.


  No one would guess he was a full-time corporate employee, but the dress code was incredibly lax at his design company. Sangwoo hadn’t believed it himself until he’d visited the office and realized Jaeyoung’s style choices were, in fact, on the tamer side there.


  Jaeyoung shut the car door, removed his glasses, and stuffed them into the pocket of his red, waist-length jacket. His long legs, clad in slim-cut black pants, carried him forward in quick strides as he pulled out his phone and dialed a number.


  Immediately, Sangwoo’s phone rang. This was unsurprising, as Jaeyoung had developed a habit of calling him right as he got home.


  Taking a deep breath, Sangwoo picked up. “Hello.”


  “Guess what? I told Director Kim I’m quitting in December.”


  “What did he say?”


  “What do you think? He cussed me out, obviously.”


  “Was it bad enough to report to HR?”


  “Nah. We smoked after and talked for about an hour. Turns out they were gonna hand me the KeyRing collab next year.”


  “It’s a shame you won’t get to do it.”


  “I know. I bet it would’ve been fun.”


  “Still, though I understand he’s upset about losing a talented employee, he shouldn’t have berated you like that. Next time he wants to blow off steam, he can yell at me instead.”


  By then, Jaeyoung was close enough to the car Sangwoo was seated in that Sangwoo could see a grin spread across Jaeyoung’s face through the tinted window.


  “Anyway, it’s all settled. What do you wanna eat? Hyejeong says there’s this forty-year-old Chinese fusion restaurant near her place. Says it’s amazing. How about some jjajangmyeon, hmm?”


  Just as Jaeyoung walked past Sangwoo’s car, Sangwoo pushed the door open and stepped out.


  “Mr. Jang. Over here.”


  He hung up, and Jaeyoung turned with a wide grin. But the smile faded the moment he saw Sangwoo’s outfit, as well as the black sedan he’d been sitting in. His jaw dropped as his hand fell to his side, his phone dangling loosely in his grip.


  “Uh…you going somewhere? And what’s up with the Benz?”


  “Get in. We’ve got somewhere to be.”


  Sangwoo thought he sounded pretty cool, but Jaeyoung only smirked.


  “Oh, so it’s tonight? You should’ve given me a heads-up.”


  What? “What do you mean?”


  “Just wait in the car. I’ll shower and change real quick.”


  When Jaeyoung turned to make his way toward their apartment, Sangwoo quickly grabbed his arm.


  “No. You can’t go in yet.”


  “Why not?”


  “I can’t tell you. Just get in the car.”


  Jaeyoung frowned, staring at his sneakers. But after a moment, he just sighed.


  “How about you go in and grab my trench coat and boots, then?”


  Without waiting for a response, Jaeyoung slid into the passenger seat.


  That was not part of the plan. Slightly uneasy now, Sangwoo jogged inside, careful not to step on any of the preparations, and came back with Jaeyoung’s coat and boots.


  Starting the engine of the car steadied him a little. They were still on schedule. Everything was fine.


  Jaeyoung switched shoes, but his eyes were fixed on Sangwoo’s face.


  “What?” Sangwoo asked.


  “Hmm…”


  “Is something wrong?”


  The moment Sangwoo turned, Jaeyoung lunged at him, kissing him hard. His tongue pushed in Sangwoo’s mouth even while his hand slipped into the jacket he was wearing and slid down his waist.


  Sangwoo tried to protest, but Jaeyoung swallowed his words.


  “Hyung, wait…”


  “Baby, you look so damn sexy right now.”


  The low whisper sent heat rushing through Sangwoo. His resistance crumbled, and he opened his mouth wider, kissing Jaeyoung back.


  Jaeyoung’s hand slid into his pants and down to his bare ass, squeezing.


  “What are you, some kind of animal?” Sangwoo grumbled.


  Jaeyoung ignored him, pressing closer and kissing him with renewed intensity.


  Sangwoo was reeling, nearly lost to his arousal, when he noticed Jaeyoung was pulling a condom from his pocket. That was enough to jolt him back to himself.


  “Wait, stop…!”


  They could have sex any time they wanted. But not tonight. Not on such an important day.


  Summoning every ounce of his will, Sangwoo pried Jaeyoung’s hand out of his pants and shoved at his chest with one knee. But even then, Jaeyoung remained persistent.


  Sangwoo cupped his face, speaking low and firm. “Not tonight. Just hold on.”


  “For how long?”


  “Two hours and fifty-two minutes.”


  “You expect me to wait three hours?”


  “We’ll both have to push through it.”


  Jaeyoung slumped back with a sulky pout. Sangwoo, meanwhile, let out a relieved sigh, tucking in his shirt and smoothing out the wrinkles in his pants.


  We’re still on schedule. I’ll just reset and start again.


  Sangwoo’s hands curled back around the steering wheel. A strange flicker of unease lingered in him, but he shoved it down and shifted the car into reverse. As he was checking the side mirrors, he glanced over to Jaeyoung’s side of the car…only to meet the man in question’s eyes, which were still smoldering with heat.


  “So where are we going?”


  “The Highstate Hotel.”


  “Wow, fancy… Are we staying overnight?”


  “Dinner only. We’ll be back after.”


  “Let’s check in first, then eat.”


  “No. We need to stay on fucking schedule,” he muttered to himself without even realizing it. Startled, he turned to Jaeyoung to apologize, but he was met with a grin.


   Sangwoo bit his lip. This is an important night. I can’t lose my temper. He forced a smile, but his teeth were clenched tight enough to warp his next words.


  “Please just stop with the jokes, Hyung. I already have a schedule set.”


  Jaeyoung snickered into his fist. “Fine, fine.”


  “Thank you ever so much for your cooperation.”


  It wasn’t meant to sound sarcastic, but it did anyway.


  


  Thankfully, Jaeyoung didn’t speak once during the drive to the hotel, let alone mess with him again. Still, by the time they arrived, Sangwoo’s nerves were strung so tight his hands wouldn’t stop trembling, and it felt like he could get sick at the drop of a hat.


  As they pulled into the underground garage, Jaeyoung finally broke the silence.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  “What?”


  “Why are you holding the parking ticket in your mouth? You’re making me hard again.”


  Son of a…


  Seeing his face, Jaeyoung added, “You’re not gonna lose your temper with me on a special night like this, are you?”


  “And how do you know it’s a special night?”


  “I don’t. I was just guessing.”


  “Really?”


  “You haven’t told me anything. How would I know?”


  Sangwoo drew in a deep breath and nodded. It was true: This was supposed to be a surprise, and he’d gone to great lengths to keep everything hidden. There was no way Jaeyoung could know.


  He parked neatly, shut off the engine, and sat for a moment to collect himself. Jaeyoung, saying something about how much he was looking forward to their date, stepped out and waited for him.


  When they finally rode the elevator up to the top floor, Jaeyoung didn’t even glance once out of the contraption’s four glass walls. Instead, his eyes stayed fixed on Sangwoo. His hands casually rested in the pockets of his trench coat.


  The night lights sparkled behind Jaeyoung, the sight so striking that Sangwoo almost regretted not bringing a camera. But making memories was not why Sangwoo had been driven to orchestrate this evening; his reasoningwas entirely based around an overwhelming desire to claim Jaeyoung permanently for himself, both emotionally and legally. 


  “Do you have a reservation, sir?”


  “Yes, under Choo Sangwoo.”


  The five-star Italian restaurant looked out over Seoul’s skyline and the mountains beyond it. A waiter dressed in black guided them to the window table Sangwoo had booked two months earlier.


  Sangwoo spread a napkin across his lap, back upright and stiff. When he was handed the wine list, he relied on his prior research and ordered a bottle of Italian cabernet sauvignon, a good match for the meat course.


  After the waiter left, Jaeyoung leaned back, arms crossed. “What’s gotten into you? I know you’re way too cheap for something like this.”


  The suit, the rental car, the meal, the wine—none of it had been cheap, but every single expense had been necessary. Not a single coin had been wasted.


  “I am only frugal in my daily life so I can spend my money when it’s needed.”


  “Man, the anticipation’s killing me.”


  Sangwoo allowed himself a faint smile. He was starting to understand why people loved surprise events so much. He couldn’t wait to see Jaeyoung’s reaction.


  “Do you like this place, Hyung?”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  “Really?”


  Looking at Jaeyoung’s expression, as calm and collected as always, showing neither delight nor displeasure, Sangwoo felt a pang of disappointment. Somehow, he’d expected Jaeyoung’s eyes to light up at the city view, for him to be struck by the polished, modern interior of the restaurant.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  Jaeyoung pulled his chair closer to the table. Candlelight flickered in his eyes as his broad hand closed over Sangwoo’s.


  “I’m fine being wherever, as long as you’re there. You should know that by now.”


  He pulled Sangwoo’s hand closer, brushed a kiss across the back of it, then gently placed it back down on the table. His easy confidence was almost irritating.


  “I know. But tonight’s special, so I wanted it to be more than just fine.”


  “Sorry, but you look so nice right now that I can’t look at anything else. Do you know how hard I’m trying not to kiss you?”


  Sangwoo caught his own reflection in the window. Perhaps Jaeyoung was pleased with the new blue suit he’d gotten for this occasion. He’d suffered for two hours shopping with Yoona, being coerced into trying dozens of outfits, but now he felt it’d been worth it.




  The soup and bread came out first. Sangwoo lifted his spoon, but the tremor in his hand made it clink against the bowl. He was so nervous that he couldn’t even taste anything. All he could process was the heat of the soup.


  “What’s wrong? You don’t like the food?”


  It was an exceedingly ordinary question, but there was something about Jaeyoung’s tone that sounded special, intimate. Sangwoo glanced up, his eyes meeting Jaeyoung’s amused gaze even as he tore off a piece of bread, dipped it into the soup, and chewed it very slowly. His tongue flicked across his lips in an obvious performance. He grinned at Sangwoo shamelessly.


  Sangwoo knew the trick—he’d fallen for it countless times—yet his gaze stayed locked on Jaeyoung’s lips all the same.


  “Are you trying to seduce me?”


  “Nah, I’m just eating bread. What, do I look sexy?”


  “Now’s not the time for this.”


  “Hey, we’re in a hotel.” Jaeyoung licked the tip of his finger with a sly smile. “There are rooms everywhere.”


  Sangwoo swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down in spite of himself. But he couldn’t let Jaeyoung ruin his plan.


  Why is he being this way? Sangwoo muttered internally. Jaeyoung wasn’t the obstacle here. He was the one Sangwoo had to win over, the center of this entire elaborate plan. But somehow, the man on the other side of the table from Sangwoo felt more like a villain than anything else.


  Sangwoo forced his gaze down to his bowl of soup, shoveling some into his mouth like it was his job. The list of questions he’d memorized, titled “100 Questions to Ask Your Partner Before You Propose,” suddenly seemed impossible to broach.


  “Aw, were you about to say something important? You annoyed with me now?”


  “Yes, I am. So stop.”


  “All right, I will. Now, look at me.”


  Reluctantly, Sangwoo raised his head. Jaeyoung’s wide, almost-innocent eyes gazed into his.


  The suspicion in Sangwoo’s chest melted away before he could stop it. What was the point of picking a fight with Jaeyoung tonight? It wasn’t his fault that he was a little too attractive, enough to make even a simple bite of bread look scandalous.


  Sangwoo steadied his breathing, drawing the words he’d practiced back to the front of his mind. “Jaeyoungie-hyung, I’m going to issue you an important proposal tonight. But before that, I need you to listen to me.”


  “Mm-hmm. I’m listening.”


  Sangwoo tried to pour every ounce of sincerity he had into his gaze. “How would it make you feel to have someone you could always rely on? Someone you could always come home to at the end of the day?”


  Jaeyoung coughed mid-sip, set his glass down, and finally met his eyes. To Sangwoo’s relief, his gaze was warm with affection.


  “That’d mean the world to me. Especially since I’m a person who’s…not the most stable in life. Having the right partner would be amazing.”


  It was a perfect response…almost too perfect. Jaeyoung’s eyes were too bright, his smile a little too eager. Sangwoo tilted his head, unsettled.


  “Well…what do two people need if they’re going to be together for the rest of their lives?”


  “Love, obviously,” Jaeyoung said passionately, as though he was acting on stage. “And understanding, I guess. So even when you disagree on certain things…”


  Jaeyoung’s tone was calm, but his eyes were starting to go cloudy with desire. Their previous sharpness gave way to a lazy grin.


  “You need to be, uh, considerate…,” he rambled on, lips parted only slightly. “And make compromises…”


  A chill ran down Sangwoo’s spine. “Hyung?”


  His only answer was silence. 


  “Hey, Jang Jaeyoung.”


  “Huh?”


  “Pay attention. Next question. Why do you love me?”


  “’Cause you’re sexy as fuck.”


  Before Sangwoo could lose it on him, the main course came out. It was supposed to be the restaurant’s signature dish, but Sangwoo barely tasted it.


  The mood was supposed to be intimate and romantic, with Jaeyoung misty-eyed, ready to hear Sangwoo’s proposal. But Jaeyoung looked a lot more horny than touched.


  It’s almost time for the special event. I have to turn this around.


  Sangwoo forced down the last bite of his steak and quickly rose from his seat. “I’ll be right back. I need to use the restroom,” he said as gently as possible, then walked out.


  


  The feeling of cold water flowing over his hands soothed Sangwoo’s nerves. He met the gaze of his reflection in the mirror, scanning for any flaws. The night wasn’t going perfectly, no, but he’d also faced no serious setbacks as of yet. Besides, there were plenty of steps in his plan left to complete.


  I’m just nervous… He hasn’t done anything wrong. I can’t ruin this by snapping at him.


  Sangwoo nodded at his reflection, turned around…and froze. Jaeyoung stood in the doorway to the bathroom, silent.


  The sight of him rattled Sangwoo slightly, but he figured Jaeyoung just had to use the restroom as well. But that theory was quickly proven wrong when he moved to exit, and Jaeyoung blocked his path.


  “Did you follow me here?”


  “Yeah.”


  Jaeyoung’s hand brushed Sangwoo’s cheek, slid down to his jaw, and then tilted his face up. Leaning in closer, Jaeyoung draped his arms over Sangwoo’s shoulders, fingers lacing together at the nape of his neck.


  “What’s wrong, Choo Sangwoo?”


  The warmth in Jaeyoung’s eyes made Sangwoo chuckle slightly. How ridiculous, to have worked himself up over nothing.


  “It’s nothing. I’m just…worried the mood might sour, and all my plans will fall apart.”


  “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with the mood.”


  “Well…tonight is special. I thought it would feel a bit different.”


  “But why? We’re the same people we’ve always been, aren’t we?”


  Jaeyoung swiped his thumb across Sangwoo’s cheekbone, sending him a smile he couldn’t help but return. After all, Jaeyoung had a point.


  “Sangwoo-ya. It’s been almost five hundred days since we started dating, and you know my love for you has only gotten more intense. What else do we need?”


  There was nothing else he needed, of course. The past year and four months had been the happiest of Sangwoo’s life. He shook his head and burrowed into Jaeyoung’s chest.


  Jaeyoung stroked his hair, then asked quietly, “Are you worried I’ll reject your proposal?”


  The words alone sent a shiver down Sangwoo’s spine. He raised his head, tightening his grip on Jaeyoung’s arm. “You can’t reject it, no matter what. Do you understand?”


  “How can I say yes or no when I don’t even know what it is?”


  It was like Jaeyoung had no idea how much anxiety was swirling in Sangwoo’s mind. He chuckled under his breath, pressing his lips against Sangwoo’s forehead in a light peck.


  The touch was enough to scatter Sangwoo’s unease.


  Jaeyoung’s voice dropped low. “Can I kiss you?”


  “Since when have you ever asked first?”


  “True, but…I’m feeling a bit nervous tonight.”


  Sangwoo hooked an arm around Jaeyoung’s neck and pulled him down, their mouths meeting in a hard, insistent kiss. Jaeyoung tilted his head slightly, pressing forward until Sangwoo had no choice but to give way.


  Only a few seconds of kissing and rough groping were enough to shatter their restraint. They stumbled against the stall door, making it rattle loudly. Then they were kissing against the wall, then the door again…


  Sangwoo worried someone would walk in on them, but he didn’t have the will to break their embrace. Then he didn’t have to worry anymore because Jaeyoung pushed a stall open with his shoulder, promptly dragging him inside.


  “I told you, we should’ve just checked into the hotel first,” Jaeyoung panted, breath coming hot and fast.


  “I told you, no.”


  Jaeyoung’s lips tugged at Sangwoo’s, his hands fisting in his carefully styled hair. There was a sharp click as the lock of the bathroom stall door slid into place, seeming to signal that they could go a step further.


  Mouth wandering down Sangwoo’s jaw to his throat, Jaeyoung sucked audibly at the sensitive skin there as his tongue teased away. His teeth closed in next, grazing over Sangwoo’s jugular.


  Jaeyoung knew exactly how to turn him on. Sangwoo did his best to stifle a moan but couldn’t help the sharp gasp that escaped him at the sensation of Jaeyoung’s hand sliding from his thigh to his groin.


  “It’s not too late, you know,” Jaeyoung whispered. “There’s still time to book a room.”


  “No…absolutely not.”


  “Can’t we take this proposal to bed instead?”


  “I said no. I have…a plan.”


  Jaeyoung rubbed Sangwoo’s penis through the fabric of his pants, pressing closer and brushing his lips along Sangwoo’s ear.


  Vision swimming as his arousal spiked, Sangwoo clutched at Jaeyoung’s hair.


  “Fine. We’ll just do it here, then.” Jaeyoung’s fingers went to his belt.


  “No…you asshole.”


  Sangwoo caught his hand, but the moment their eyes met, Jaeyoung’s mouth was back on his. His thoughts scattered like smoke. His penis had been hard even before Jaeyoung started touching it, but now it was painfully rigid and throbbing.


  His belt slipped loose, buckle undone, and Jaeyoung slid his zipper down as he pressed his hand even more firmly over the damp fabric of Sangwoo’s underwear.


  Sangwoo’s knees nearly gave out. He clung to Jaeyoung’s shoulders to stay upright.


  “If you’re going to do it… Nngh… Then hurry.” The words escaped Sangwoo in ragged gasps.


  Jaeyoung’s hand went to his own belt as he leaned closer. Sangwoo’s mouth, meanwhile, found his ear, whispering for Jaeyoung to go faster before sucking the lobe between his lips and biting down lightly.


  Jaeyoung let out a low laugh, twisting his shoulders slightly. “Let’s just get a room. I think it’d be better…”


  “No!” Sangwoo snarled.


  He reached out and tugged Jaeyoung’s zipper defiantly, then proceeded to pull his pants down in a swift motion and grab the penis that had been pressing against his abdomen for who knew how many minutes now.


  Jaeyoung groaned, resting his forehead on Sangwoo’s shoulder. “Holy shit…”


  He dragged Sangwoo’s own boxers down and crushed their mouths together again. Then his hand wrapped around both their penises at once.


  Sangwoo’s tongue faltered, the sensation short-circuiting everything else in his brain.


  “Babe…you like that?”


  Sangwoo could only nod frantically, gritting his teeth to contain his moans as Jaeyoung slowly increased his pace. It didn’t even matter that they were in a filthy bathroom. As always, the rising pleasure lowered his inhibitions.


  Jaeyoung seemed to have mastered his body, especially when it came to sex. No matter how Sangwoo tried, he could never hope to match him—and handjobs like this were not different.


  It’s because he’s got those artist’s hands, Sangwoo thought dimly, even as a wave of pleasure surged.


  Clutching desperately at Jaeyoung’s neck, Sangwoo could only hold on as Jaeyoung’s hand moved up and down rapidly along their lengths, pre-cum pooling in his palm. As he picked up speed, their moans grew louder and colors burst like fireworks behind Sangwoo’s closed eyelids.


  Even then, Jaeyoung gave him no room to breathe. He simply kept stroking until there was nothing Sangwoo could do but give in and let the pleasure slowly build. 




  “Unnngh… Hyung, you have to promise…promise that you’ll…”


  “That I’ll what?”


  “No… I’ll tell you…later.”


  Promise that you’ll stay with me forever, Sangwoo finished in his head, but he swallowed the rest of the sentence, grinding his teeth. Faint moans still slipped from between his lips, but that was all he could do to maintain the last shreds of his dignity, given they were in a public bathroom.


  Jaeyoung’s hand, moving with practiced ease, stroked faster and faster. Sangwoo shut his eyes tight and clung to one of his shoulders, his back and head bumping against the stall door as Jaeyoung leaned closer.


  Sangwoo’s body jolted over and over, the door behind him shaking on its hinges in time. His ears could hear nothing but Jaeyoung rasping his name over and over again. Then there was the realization that his climax was mere seconds away.


  “Don’t you dare…get your cum on my clothes,” Sangwoo growled with his last shred of reason.


  Jaeyoung’s only answer was a kiss as his hand somehow sped up even more.


  Just as Sangwoo began to wonder if he was hallucinating the sheer brutality of the rhythm Jaeyoung had set, his mind went blank as he came. Pleasure tore through him, and for a moment, time itself seemed to stop.


  It was only after the moment passed that it felt like the ground came back up under his feet.


  “Thought my arm was gonna fall off,” Jaeyoung muttered, slumping against him.


  God, what were we thinking? Sangwoo thought as the reality of what they’d just done started to hit. Judging by his breathing, as ragged as if he’d just finished running a marathon, he’d probably ejaculated around the same time Jaeyoung had. In a bathroom…


  Looking around, he discovered they’d practically turned the restroom stall into a crime scene. His brand-new dress pants were on the floor, while his thighs were sticky with sweat and other bodily fluids. His shirt, meanwhile, clung to his chest, and the hairdo he’d paid for was completely ruined. So much for the painstaking work of the three stylists who’d fussed over it after he’d told them he was going to propose…


  Sangwoo pushed Jaeyoung off him, quickly wiped himself down, and then tugged his clothes back into place. As he fastened his belt and checked his watch, his eyes narrowed.


  “We missed it.”


  “Missed what?”


  “The violin performance. It was supposed to start at eight, which means it’s over now.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  Jaeyoung didn’t sound particularly stressed, which Sangwoo found particularly irritating. He watched as Jaeyoung, looking nearly flawless once again, walked over to the sink and washed his hands, peering at himself in the mirror. His hair was tussled, just like Sangwoo’s, but his was slightly worse.


  “Damn, I look good…”


  Sangwoo ignored him in favor of scrubbing his hands clean and smoothing his hair as best he could. But by the time he finished, Jaeyoung wasn’t even close, and he seemed to have every intention of taking his time.


  As Sangwoo waited, Jaeyoung shook the water from his hands, pulled out a hair tie, and put it between his teeth. He then lifted his arms to pull his hair back again.


  That little gesture, one Sangwoo had grown fond of recently, effortlessly mellowed out the annoyance he was harboring in his heart. Jaeyoung caught the look in his eyes and grinned.


  “What was the piece? You know, for the violin performance?”


  “Elgar. Salut d’Amour.”


  “Oh, I know that one!”


  “You do?”


  “Yeah. They play it at weddings when the moms light the candles, right?”


  An angry heat rose in Sangwoo’s chest again. He forced a stiff smile and walked out of the bathroom while Jaeyoung put one exaggerated hand to his chest and mimed lighting a candle.


  By the time Sangwoo got back to the table he’d reserved for them at the restaurant, the musicians he’d hired were already packing away their instruments. He’d planned to feed Jaeyoung dessert while they’d played live music in the background, but now, that plan had gone down the drain.


  As he sat down, a staff member approached and quietly asked if he planned to proceed with “the event.” With a pang of disappointment, Sangwoo nodded and asked them to move forward once Jaeyoung returned.


  Could this even go any worse? Sangwoo wondered despairingly. If everything had played out as he’d planned, they would have been sitting at the table together by now, staring into each other’s eyes tenderly. Instead, he was alone, sweaty, and disheveled from doing something completely indecent in a restroom stall. At least his clothing had managed to come out unscathed after a quick cleanup. If it hadn’t, he’d have been forced to scrub stains out in the bathroom sink.


  Just then, Jaeyoung strolled over, hands in his pockets, looking as composed and perfect as if nothing had happened between them at all.


  Sangwoo’s blood boiled, but he hid his sudden rage behind a long swallow of water. He’d wanted to hold Jaeyoung’s hand, pinch his cheek when he made a silly joke, and call him adorable, talk about their future, laugh over old memories… But instead…


  “I don’t know why, but it really turns me on when you’re mad.”


  Jaeyoung, chin propped in one palm, was staring at him with a slightly dazed look in his eyes. This was his lover, the man who was ruining a month’s worth of his carefully laid out preparations.


  Already, Sangwoo’s plan was half played out, but it was thus far a total failure. His confidence faltered even as a hotel employee approached, handing Sangwoo a bouquet of red roses before setting a small cake in front of him and Jaeyoung. Atop the white icing, the words “I love you” had been piped out. 


  “Aw, can’t even say it yourself?”


  As expected, Jaeyoung didn’t appear moved in the slightest.


  Sangwoo, all out of options, shoved the bouquet at him. The plan had been to kneel and present it with both hands, but he was getting the feeling Jaeyoung would just laugh at him if he acted on that now.


  “Oh, nice.”


  Jaeyoung sniffed the flowers, grinned, and set them on the chair beside him. It was the first normal response Sangwoo had gotten from him all evening, and it gave him a flicker of courage. He nudged Jaeyoung to try a piece of the cake.


  Jaeyoung, eyes still locked on him, scooped up a forkful, chewed, then said, “Not too sweet. It’s good.”


  “Have some more.”


  “I like it when you stare at me like that. Turns me on.”


  Sangwoo narrowed his eyes. They’d been living together for sixteen months now, going on weekend dates, monthly trips, and having regular intercourse. He would’ve thought that would be enough to dull Jaeyoung’s libido even a fraction, but apparently not.


  Waiting silently, Sangwoo watched Jaeyoung eat the cake, hoping his fork would hit something small, something hidden. But then Jaeyoung suddenly winced and gulped down a mouthful of water.


  “Just swallowed something… Fruit, maybe?”


  “What?!” Sangwoo shot to his feet, gripped Jaeyoung’s shoulders, and peered into his face. “Open your mouth.”


  He tried forcing Jaeyoung’s jaw open, but Jaeyoung shoved him off, coughing, reaching for more water. Sangwoo snatched the cup and pushed it out of reach.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Jaeyoung just looked puzzled, but Sangwoo’s world had gone white, his mind blank.


  “Get up. We’re going to the hospital.”


  “Why?”


  “I shouldn’t have tried to… Just get up, now.”


  He frantically tugged at Jaeyoung’s arm, but Jaeyoung sat firm, refusing to move.


  At this hour, their only option would be the ER. If it had already slipped down through Jaeyoung’s esophagus, they’d need an endoscopy to get it out.


  Sangwoo’s thoughts tumbled over each other, frantic, until there was only one remaining. Forget proposing—he just needed to get Jaeyoung to a hospital.


  “Hold on.”


  Jaeyoung brushed Sangwoo’s hand aside with a calmness that only made his stomach knot tighter. Gaze flicking between Sangwoo’s face and the mess of cake on the plate, he pressed his fork through the spongy crumbs until there was a scrape. Something hard and metallic had met the prongs. It glinted gold.


  It was the ring.


  Jaeyoung lifted it with raised brows, looking slightly baffled. Sangwoo, meanwhile, turned into a block of ice, unable to speak or move.


  Fuck.


  Maybe it was bad luck? Murphy’s Law? A curse? All were stupid superstitions Sangwoo would never normally waste his time on, but they crept in now, hissing that his plan had been doomed from the start.


  In the review he’d found of the bakery online, someone had said their lover had cried tears of joy when they’d found their ring inside the cake. But Sangwoo’s boyfriend was covering his mouth with a fist to stifle his laughter instead, wiping frosting off the band with a napkin.


  At least it didn’t end up in his stomach…


  Sangwoo dropped back into his chair, a long sigh escaping as he slumped against the table.


  “Don’t put it on yet.”


  The words had barely left his mouth before his lover slipped it onto his left ring finger anyway.


  “Why not?”


  “I said, don’t put it onyet.”


  “I like it where it is.”


  “Fine. Do whatever you want.”


  What a disaster. To fail this badly took serious intent and skill, yet he’d still managed it. Every carefully planned detail lay in shambles, completely useless.


  Frankly, Sangwoo couldn’t remember what followed next. Maybe food had arrived, maybe coffee. Regardless, he’d sat defeated, chewing his food without tasting, staring off without seeing, until Jaeyoung had tugged him up by the arm and steered him to the counter so he could pay. By the time he snapped back to awareness, he was already behind the wheel of the sedan he’d rented, steering them home.


  Sangwoo sneezed loudly, and Jaeyoung cranked up the heat before reaching into the backseat to grab his jacket and drape it around his shoulders. But the simple gesture made Sangwoo feel even worse about the whole debacle of a night. Jaeyoung was a kind, loving man. And yet everything had fallen apart.


  His chest tightening, Sangwoo pressed harder on the gas.


  Jaeyoung didn’t say much during the ride home. He just sat silently, holding the bouquet. Sangwoo’s anger ebbed with each mile, leaving only regret in its place.


  Once Sangwoo had parked the car, Jaeyoung unbuckled his seatbelt and twisted toward him.


  “Babe.”


  “What?”


  “It’s been a while since we did it in the car.”


  “Get out!”


  For a second, Sangwoo seriously thought about strangling him instead of proposing.


  “Damn… Got up on the wrong side of the bed or something?”


  Jaeyoung scrambled out of the car, still clutching the bouquet. Left alone, sitting slumped in the driver’s seat, Sangwoo emotionlessly pressed the button to open the trunk of the vehicle. There wasn’t even a flicker of energy left in him.


  Hearing a pop, Sangwoo slunk out of the car. Jaeyoung laughed at the sight of him, then drew closer and whispered something into his ear about how much trouble he must have gone through before slinging an arm over his shoulder.


  Sangwoo turned and gazed at his face, but all he could manage was a long sigh. The helium balloons he’d hidden inside the trunk now floated above the car in perfect arrangement. A banner stretched beneath them, reading Choo Sangwoo ♥ Jang Jaeyoung. But Jaeyoung was just grinning like the whole thing was a regular occurrence.


  “Why the modern font? I thought you liked old-fashioned better.”


  “You made me promise not to use the one I chose before ever again.”


  “Oh…right. I did.”


  Maybe I should have asked for Choi Yoona’s advice after all, if I can’t even choose the right font, Sangwoo thought dispiritedly. While he stood there, sagging and too emotionally exhausted to talk, Jaeyoung tugged the banner free from the balloons, folded it carefully, and tucked it against his chest.


  “I’m definitely keeping this forever.”


  Sangwoo couldn’t even tell if he was kidding. “You can go on and head inside,” he said tiredly.




  “Come on, you’re gonna make me go in the apartment without you?”


  “Yes. I will remain here,” Sangwoo confirmed stiffly.


  Jaeyoung caught the look on his face, gave a quiet nod, and walked toward the building.


  Waiting, Sangwoo watched until Jaeyoung made it an acceptable distance away, then began tugging the balloons down one by one. He loosened each knot, pressing the air out until the inflated latex sagged lifelessly.


  I wanted to make him happy…but it didn’t work. I messed everything up.


  He bundled the limp balloons together and shut the trunk with a hollow thud, then released a deep sigh.


  But it’s the thought that matters, right…?


  All the ideas he’d borrowed from movies and social media had come out a mess, devolving into a train wreck of a date, but Sangwoo refused to abandon hope.


  After Sangwoo finally threw away the balloons, he headed to his and Jaeyoung’s apartment, but he paused in surprise at the sight of Jaeyoung waiting for him. It looked like he hadn’t even bothered to go inside yet.


  “Why are you standing out here?” Sangwoo asked cautiously.


  “Because I figured we were supposed to go in together. You’ve got roses or candles or whatever set up in there, right?”


  Sangwoo didn’t answer.


  Apparently taking his lack of reaction as confirmation, Jaeyoung slipped an arm around him from behind, pressed an affectionate kiss to his cheek, and then leaned forward to tap in the door code. He was humming an excited tune under his breath, but he broke off mid-melody when the door swung open. Then, just as quickly, he picked up the song again.


  Sangwoo couldn’t help but sigh in disappointment.


  “No, no. I’m moved. I mean it,” Jaeyoung said quickly.


  “That’s very funny, Hyung.”


  Sangwoo brushed past him, angry steps sending rose petals scattering around his shoes as he strode into the living room. He yanked off his jacket, hung it up, and proceeded to down a glass of cold water in one long swallow.


  “Are you angry at me now?” Jaeyoung asked.


  “Shut your mouth and sit down.”


  Jaeyoung hesitated, then cleared a space on the couch, which was also covered with rose petals, with the back of his hand, and slowly lowered himself onto it. Sangwoo opened the bottle of champagne, which he’d purchased knowing it was the brand Jaeyoung liked best, and poured him a glass just to be polite. The cork shot into the ceiling and dropped toward Jaeyoung, and though Sangwoo secretly hoped it might hit him on the head, Jaeyoung caught it.


  With that done, Sangwoo stepped into the middle of the heart he’d made out of LED candles and powered on the projector he’d set up hours before. He’d already put all his cards on the table—except this one. It was the only thing he had left: sincerity.


  He pulled a laser pointer from his pocket and clicked open the presentation. Red hearts filled the screen, followed by a photo he and Jaeyoung had taken the past winter at a ski resort.


  Sangwoo had originally intended to start by reciting a poem his father had written with the title slide on the screen, but the moment was already ruined. Instead, he went straight to the table of contents.


  


  Contents


  Section 1: Original Life Plan


  Section 2:Revised Life Plan


  Section 3: Rationale for Marriage


  Section 4: Guaranteed Functionality


  Section 5: Proposal


  


  Jaeyoung hummed under his breath. “Well, this slideshow has Choi Yoona written all over it.”


  “That would be because she made it for me.”


  “That’s a shame. I was hoping to see that cute character again.”


  Jaeyoung hugged a cushion to his chest, eyes sparkling. One of his legs was bouncing excitedly, which made him look unbearably adorable.


  Please, please don’t say no…


  Sangwoo drew in a deep, desperate breath. He had never once feared giving a presentation in his life, but tonight, his hands refused to stop shaking.


  “I will begin my presentation now. If you have any questions, raise your hand. Do not interrupt.”


  “Sure. I’m very excited, Mr. Choo.”


  “Shhh!”


  Sangwoo moved to the next slide, which displayed a chart of his original life plan. He spoke with mechanical precision, explaining how he’d once intended his life to play out and how that plan had changed after Jaeyoung entered his life. But he wasn’t simply telling Jaeyoung how things were going to be. This was a proposal.


  He no longer saw his future as solitary. From now on, he wanted his path to converge with Jaeyoung’s.


  Sangwoo continued through the slides, his voice earnest and passionate. He pinpointed the age he thought it best they marry, explained why Jaeyoung was the one he wanted to share his life with, laid out the systemic gaps they would need to work around, and offered his thoughts on the ideal season, setting, and even number of guests for their wedding ceremony.


  Determined to make Jaeyoung see his vision, he explained everything so thoroughly that no questions would need to be asked.


  The sole member of Sangwoo’s audience, meanwhile, lounged on the couch arrogantly, sometimes nodding, sometimes laughing aloud, sometimes taking pictures or recording a video. Fortunately, it seemed like he thought Sangwoo was doing a decent job. By the third section, he’d yet to interrupt with a single inquiry.


  Then came the fourth section, which was titled “Guaranteed Functionality.” This was where Sangwoo planned to lay out what he could provide as a partner and prove his usefulness.


  At the click of his laser pointer, a dense block of text filled the screen. It was a complete list of his awards and achievements.


  “Hold up,” Jaeyoung interrupted, adjusting his glasses and leaning forward. ”Let’s go through the list together.”


  Then came a round of questions: How many students in the school had earned the Model Student Award? What had his Science Exploration project been on? Had he ever failed to achieve the Academic Excellence Award? Had he studied in advance before competing in the Math Olympiad? Was the Olympiad anything like an IQ test? Which gun had he used to get his sharpshooting record? How had he managed to get a special commendation while he was serving in the military?


  On and on it went, but even the most trivial questions, Sangwoo answered patiently.


  Finally, it was time to advance to the next slide.


  


  Guaranteed Functions


  1.        Programming: PC/Web/Mobile Applications (Java, Python, C, C++, C#, etc.)


  2.        Computer Repair/Assembly


  3.        Advanced Processing: Mental math, memorization


  4.        Gaming: Capable of playing all genres


  5.        Korean Fluency: Editing and proofreading


  6.        English Fluency: TOEIC score of 990, basic composition and conversation


  7.        Chinese Fluency: Achieved passing grades in beginning and intermediate Chinese, basic conversation


  8.        Driving: Class D license


  9.        Martial Arts: Tae kwon do, fourth-degree black belt


  10.        Sports:


  Advanced: Soccer, basketball, table tennis, badminton, sharpshooting, bowling


  Beginner: Billiards, skateboarding, snowboarding


  11.        Swimming: Freestyle, backstroke, breaststroke


  12.        First Aid: Certified in CPR


  13.        Cleaning: Awarded “Cleaner of the Year” twice at Gokmun Elementary School


  14.        Cooking: Simple dishes only, recipes required


  


  Jaeyoung read through the list in silence, scanning each line carefully. “Why isn’t sex on here?” he finally asked.


  Sangwoo said nothing. It was a fair point. Fingers hovering above his laptop keyboard, he debated whether to file it under sports, then decided to put it as a separate function at the bottom.


  Jaeyoung gave a satisfied nod at the addition.


  “This is the last slide of section four. Any questions?” Sangwoo asked.


  “Wait, that’s it? You’re missing all the important stuff. What about activities? Like traveling, vacations, and shared hobbies?”


  Sighing, Sangwoo begrudgingly inserted another slide, titling it “Miscellaneous.”


  Immediately, Jaeyoung piped up, “Minimum twenty days of travel together per year.”


  Sangwoo’s fingers flew across the keys to keep up.


  “At least one movie viewing per week. At least one live performance viewing every month. At least one trip every season. At least two ski trips a year.”


  As he typed, Sangwoo quickly reviewed the list. None of it struck him as unreasonable; they already did most of the stuff Jaeyoung was shooting off anyway.


  “Activities for next year… Make sure to write these down. Skydiving, bungee jumping, scuba diving, retrying that one Kama Sutra position, getting matching tattoos…”


  “Matching tattoos?” Sangwoo paused.


  “What? You don’t wanna?”


  Sangwoo sighed, then obediently typed it out. “I’ll do it.”


  It was just a little bit of ink inserted under his skin. A small price to pay for marrying Jaeyoung.


  “Now, for some restrictions. No physical contact with anyone but myself, aside from a handshake. And handshakes are only allowed in formal settings, not as a display of personal affection,” Jaeyoung continued.


  “Does that rule apply to you, too?”


  “Of course.”


  It was an easy concession. Sangwoo never touched anyone other than Jaeyoung anyway.


  Once the terms were recorded, Jaeyoung folded his arms, looking satisfied.


  Now it’s time to ask the big question.


  Sangwoo steadied himself with a deep breath and clicked to the final slide, which was a single red heart over a pink background. A song began to play, a romantic tune with lyrics about a proposal.


  Stepping into the heart made of LED candles, Sangwoo turned to Jaeyoung and spoke. “Jang Jaeyoung…”


  Jaeyoung unfolded his arms and sat up slightly.


  Sangwoo swallowed hard, then forced out the words he had practiced over and over, voice ringing firm. “I love you enough to ignore my genetic programming for reproduction,” he said.


  “Wait, wait, hold on.” Jaeyoung snatched up his phone and aimed it at him. “Say that again.”


  “No. I have already said it.”


  There was a disappointed silence, but Sangwoo carried on, voice full of conviction.


  “Six years from now, I wish to marry you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I swear I will always keep you happy, just as I do now.”


  He knew better than anyone how to make Jaeyoung smile.


  “If you are satisfied with the terms of my proposal, say you accept and put the ring on your finger.”


  The ring was already there, but Sangwoo decided that was only a technicality. He’d done everything he could. The rest depended on Jaeyoung’s answer. He shut his eyes tight.


  “I accept,” Jaeyoung replied without hesitation.


  When Sangwoo opened his eyes, Jaeyoung was lowering his phone, grinning. But before joy even had the chance to take root, suspicion crept into Sangwoo’s heart.


  “You said that a little too quickly,” he commented.


  “Should I take it back, then?”


  “Absolutely not. Still…this is a once-in-a-lifetime decision. You should think it through.”


  “Think it through? As if you’d be okay with it if I said no,” Jaeyoung said with an amused smile, spreading his arms.


  Sangwoo had no choice but to walk straight forward—into Jaeyoung’s embrace. And the moment he drew close, Jaeyoung crushed him to his chest and held him tight.


  “Did you feel like you had no choice but to say yes?” Sangwoo asked quietly. “I know you don’t like being tied down, and you dislike rules… Maybe I should have asked you some other way.”


  Jaeyoung loosened his hold just enough to look at him. “Of course not. It’s the fifth time you’ve proposed to me, you know. It wasn’t exactly a hard question to answer.”


  “But you’ve never given me an actual answer before.”


  “Really? But I was being serious every single time.”


  Jaeyoung tugged Sangwoo down, pulling him onto his lap. His fingers brushed over Sangwoo’s neck, light enough to tickle, even as Sangwoo’s mind turned to reviewing the past responses he’d received.


  “Hmm… What did I say the first time we talked about it?” Jaeyoung muttered thoughtfully.


  “You just hugged me and started crying, remember? It was a rare sight. Adorable, too.”


  That night, they had engaged in intercourse for so long that Sangwoo had been forced to skip class the next day, and Jaeyoung had called in sick to work.




  “And the second time?” Jaeyoung asked.


  “You said you’d marry me in a hundred lifetimes if you could. However, I thought you were joking because it was so unrealistic.”


  “And the third?”


  “You said you wouldn’t mind being tied down by such a hot pair of handcuffs.”


  “Oh… I was drunk that night, wasn’t I?”


  “Yes. I couldn’t take your words at face value when you were inebriated.”


  “And the fourth?”


  “You just whispered that you loved me.”


  Sangwoo pinched Jaeyoung’s cheek with a look that said, See? Not once had Jaeyoung given him a clear answer to his proposals. That much was undeniable. Yet Jaeyoung remained as shameless as ever.


  “Fine, fine. You’ve made your point. Now that I’ve said yes, why don’t you try calling me ‘honey’?”


  “No. You’re not my husband yet.”


  “Might as well be. I’ve already got the ring on.”


  Jaeyoung wrapped an arm around Sangwoo’s waist and stretched his left hand out to admire the ring. Then his eyes slid toward Sangwoo’s bare hand as if suddenly realizing something.


  “Where’s yours?”


  “I don’t wear rings.”


  Jaeyoung scowled. After glancing at him with obvious displeasure, he slipped the gold band off his own finger and held it out.


  “No way. What am I doing, getting engaged to myself? Wash this and return it tomorrow for a refund.”


  “What?”


  “I didn’t even like the design anyway. Looks like a baby’s first-birthday ring.”


  Sangwoo gaped in disbelief. Even for someone as fickle as Jaeyoung, taking back a proposal over ring design seemed absurd.


  It wasn’t that Sangwoo disliked rings; he simply never wore them. What was the point in buying one for himself only to leave it in a box forever? 


  Sangwoo stared at Jaeyoung in confusion, but he’d sunk back into the couch and started messing with his phone, hardly sparing him a glance. Overcome with disappointment, Sangwoo tried to climb to his feet—he couldn’t stay sitting on Jaeyoung’s lap when he felt like this. 


  But Jaeyoung immediately pulled him back down. “Where do you think you’re going?” he asked, dragging him close again.


  Sangwoo opened his mouth to argue, but Jaeyoung shoved his phone in his face before he could say anything. On the screen was a photo of a ring. 


  Sangwoo blinked, glancing between the screen and Jaeyoung’s nonchalant face. 


  With a swipe of Jaeyoung’s finger, another design appeared. “I’ve been looking at some rings, too, but couldn’t decide between these two. Which one do you like better?”


  “Uh…”


  Still dazed, Sangwoo leaned closer to study the images. Both were gold, one studded with small stones and the other engraved with a spiral pattern. His gaze slid down to the fine print beneath the pictures, where the price was listed.


  Why is it barely over ten thousand won? It must be platinum plated with gold…


  He hadn’t spent so much money on the proposal just to buy some cheap gold-plated rings. Rings, he believed, weren’t just for looks. They were supposed to symbolize eternal love.


  Sangwoo went to say no, but the excitement gleaming in Jaeyoung’s eyes made the words falter in his throat. More than anything, Sangwoo wanted to give him anything he wanted.


  After a long silence, he muttered, “Still, for an engagement ring…they feel a little too cheap.”


  “The price’s in US dollars, actually.”


  Sangwoo’s mouth dropped open. “That’s outrageous!”


  “You drop hundreds of dollars on cameras. Are you saying our engagement is worth less than a camera?”


  Sangwoo pursed his lips silently. The price of the wedding rings was about ten times higher than the average market rate, but Jaeyoung wasn’t leaving him much room to resist. If he brought up an alternative and Jaeyoung disliked it, Jaeyoung might even change his mind and say he no longer wanted to get married after all.


  Reluctantly, Sangwoo pointed at the first option. “This one seems fine.”


  “Great. I’m gonna place an order. We can try them on in-store next week.”


  “All right.”


  “I wonder which ring size you are… Hmm…”


  Jaeyoung pressed Sangwoo’s hand against his own, then—without asking any more questions— placed the order. He laced their fingers together with a triumphant grin.


  “You’re wearing yours, no excuses. No ring, no marriage.”


  “I just… I don’t wear rings.”


  “Too bad. If anyone tries to hit on you anywhere, like at work, at a restaurant, whatever, you show them the ring. Now repeat after me in English. ‘I have a partner.’”


  Jaeyoung proceeded to patiently direct Sangwoo through a number of other English sentences: “I am in a relationship.” “I am not single.” “I have a boyfriend.”They were all phrases Jaeyoung had already drilled into him during their tutoring sessions.


  “Now, how do you say you’re engaged?”


  “I am e-en…gaged.”


  “How do you say your partner’s waiting at home?”


  One after another, Jaeyoung made him practice even more: “My partner would be upset if I did that.” “My partner and I are getting married soon.” “I am not interested in being pursued.” “My partner has a terrible temper.” “I’m not interested in seeing anyone else.” “My partner is better-looking than you.”


  At last, Jaeyoung smiled in satisfaction. “You pass.”


  As Sangwoo let out a faint sigh of relief, Jaeyoung, looking positively radiant, reached over and cupped his face in both hands, peppering kisses all over his lips, jaw, forehead, nose, eyelids, and cheeks. His smile didn’t fade for a single second. 


  “Hyung.”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  “You look happy about the surprise proposal.”


  “The surprise proposal?”


  “Yes.”


  “You really think that was a surprise? We’ve been talking about marriage for ages.”


  “Still. Just tell me today’s the happiest day of your life.”


  Sangwoo had started out sitting on Jaeyoung’s lap, but at some point, he’d ended up being the one lying back against the couch cushions. Jaeyoung, now on top of him, brushed his knuckles lightly along his cheek, the lamp shining on the back of his head as he gave Sangwoo a brilliant smile. 


  What he would’ve done for a camera…


  “I’m so happy I think I might burst,” Jaeyoung finally replied. “And it isn’t just today you’ve made me feel like that. Every day has been like this for me since the time I met you.”


  The words made Sangwoo break into a broad grin. He hadn’t touched a drop of wine, knowing he’d have to drive, and yet he felt oddly intoxicated. Lightheaded, dazed. He gently placed his hand over Jaeyoung’s.


  “I wanted this day to be perfect, like…like a movie. Maybe the process was a disaster, but we still got a happy ending, so…I didn’t do too bad, right?”


  Jaeyoung grinned mischievously, slid one arm around Sangwoo’s shoulders and the other under his legs, then lifted him clean off the couch.


  Sangwoo nearly yelped as Jaeyoung spun around with him still in his arms, then kicked the bedroom door open and charged inside. The world blurred and tilted around him, only stilling again once he was tossed onto the bed.


  Jaeyoung pounced, a fiery passion burning in his eyes as he pinned Sangwoo’s wrists to the mattress. Leaning down so close their faces nearly touched, his lips parted slightly, and his eyes went heavy-lidded.


  Sangwoo could only blink up at him, confused, until the grip on his wrists loosened and Jaeyoung’s fingers threaded gently through his own.


  The look in Jaeyoung’s eyes was too solemn to belong in a comedy or action movie: It was something else entirely. Sangwoo felt his heartbeat quicken as he let his eyes drift shut.


  The kiss landed slowly, like something in a slo-mo film. Jaeyoung’s lips pressed against his, tongue flickering out to trace softly along the soft skin.


  They were in a romance movie. No doubt about it.


  Who needed LED candles or bouquets? This was more romantic than anything Sangwoo’d had planned. Sixteen months of reading reference materials and watching films had convinced him he’d mastered love, but clearly, he still had a long way to go.


  As the kiss deepened, Sangwoo’s thoughts dissolved, only raw emotion surging up in their place. The pride of having succeeded, the euphoria of being loved, the fierce urge to keep Jaeyoung tethered to him forever…


  “So…you feel like we’re in a movie now?” Jaeyoung murmured as he drew back.


  Sangwoo almost laughed at the question. “I’ve never seen a movie starring a man as handsome as you.”


  “Hey, who taught you to say stuff like that, huh? Who are you planning on seducing?”


  Jaeyoung’s fingers dug playfully into Sangwoo’s side. A helpless laugh burst out of Sangwoo as he twisted away. 


  “S-stop!”


  But, of course, Jaeyoung didn’t listen. He only doubled down, tickling Sangwoo mercilessly until he flipped over, fighting back the best he could even as tears of laughter gathered in his eyes. 


  As always, Sangwoo didn’t have the upper hand. As far as he knew, Jaeyoung wasn’t ticklish anywhere.


  “Okay…I think I’ve been patient for long enough,” Jaeyoung said suddenly.


  The seriousness of his tone gave Sangwoo pause. The bed frame went still beneath them, no longer rocking and creaking.


  Jaeyoung’s breathing was ragged when he spoke again.


  “You’ve seen movies. You know what happens after a successful proposal.”


  Then his weight lifted, the lights went out, and the genre shifted. This time, it was one Sangwoo knew well.




  3. Hello, world!


  “How do I look?” Jaeyoung asked, voice trembling.


  Sangwoo glanced at him and replied, “Very handsome.”


  “No, like, seriously. How do I really look?”


  “I was being serious.”


  Jaeyoung tugged at Sangwoo’s arm anxiously. 


  Halting obediently, Sangwoo turned and scanned him up and down before a small, approving smile curved his lips.


  “You look much more approachable and innocent than usual.”


  Sangwoo tilted the heavy camera he’d settled on his shoulder to face Jaeyoung and started snapping some pictures. He’d already taken about a hundred earlier that morning, but he couldn’t help himself.


  Jaeyoung let him be, focusing on a final check of his outfit and hair. His long locks, which he’d been growing out for the past six months, had been cropped short. As for his clothing, he’d layered a plain black coat over a white shirt and knit sweater, with beige trousers and leather shoes completing the look. In his hands, he held a gift set of beef jerky that Sangwoo had told him his father liked and a box of pears for Sangwoo’s mother.


  “You look great,” Sangwoo said again.


  This time, Jaeyoung believed him. How could he not, when Sangwoo was looking at him with bright affection and adoration?


  “You better stop the photoshoot when we get in there. Leave the camera in the car. Or else.”


  “No. I want to take pictures of my parents’ place.”


  “Fine, fine… Do whatever you want.” 


  Jaeyoung chuckled wryly, ruffling Sangwoo’s hair as he raised the camera again. To his eyes, the two-story house Sangwoo was currently taking pictures of looked less like a home than a looming dungeon. He swallowed hard as he stared at the nondescript brown building. 


  Sangwoo carefully lowered the camera and tucked it into its case. “I never thought I’d be coming home with you like this. It feels strange,” he mused.


  “Yeah, tell me about it.”


  “What is that supposed to mean?”


  “Shush. Ugh, I feel like I’m gonna hurl… You remember everything I said in the car?”


  “Of course.”


  “Then let me do the talking. Not one word out of you. Got it?”


  “Yes.”


  Sangwoo’s half-hearted reply seemed oddly excited to Jaeyoung’s ears, leaving him feeling slightly uneasy. But there was no more time to prepare himself—step by step, they were drawing closer to the front door. Jaeyoung’s eyes locked on the nameplate, which had the names Choo Jonghan and Hwang Geumrye written side by side.


  God, what am I even doing here?


  Unfortunately, it was too late now. Sangwoo had already pressed the doorbell. He couldn’t run away even if he wanted to.


  Jaeyoung straightened his back, forcing a calm smile as he recalled how exactly he’d been roped into this.


  


  ***


  


  “I’m going down to Daejeon next Saturday. I’m just staying one night,” Sangwoo had said last week.


  Jaeyoung had never particularly liked it when Sangwoo left him alone for his biannual visits to his family home, but this time the anxiety he felt wasn’t just about being separated for two days.


  “You going to tell them?” he asked.


  “Tell them what?”


  “About the proposal, obviously.”


  Sangwoo stopped chewing his food mid-bite, his dark eyes flicking to Jaeyoung. Slowly, he said, “My father has been asking me if I have any good news every time I visit… It’d be wrong to lie to him.”


  His eyes, open and guileless, studied Jaeyoung for a moment, then dropped back to the fried rice.


  “But if you don’t want me to tell them, I won’t.”


  Jaeyoung was adamantly against Sangwoo coming out as gay to his parents. Sangwoo, being his innocent, adorable self, always insisted his parents had no right to interfere in his love life whenever they talked about it. But what kind of parents would welcome the news that their son was living with another man? 


  I don’t want to be the thing that tears his family apart.


  “Still, I’m not really sure how I’d answer his question otherwise… He’ll ask. He always does.” 


  Sangwoo usually didn’t beat around the bush, but here he was, trying his best to imply that he wanted to tell his parents about their relationship. Jaeyoung could read him like a book.


  He silently chewed on a mouthful of fried rice. It’d be a different story if they were just dating, but they’d already gotten engaged, and they were planning to move abroad together.


  It wasn’t like he didn’t understand Sangwoo’s desire to tell his family. After all, Sangwoo hadn’t grown up like him. His family was actually normal, probably even loving.


  Finally, Jaeyoung said, “You wanna tell them, then?”


  “Yes.”


  Sangwoo’s answer came so quickly that Jaeyoung almost laughed.


  “And what exactly are you planning to say?”


  “That we’re living together, and we’re going to get married. That they’re invited to our wedding in six years.”


  “Holy… You can’t just drop it all like that. You need to explain everything.”


  “How?” Sangwoo asked, looking genuinely puzzled. “With the five W’s and one H?”


  Jaeyoung grabbed his hand and carefully explained that he couldn’t just tell his parents that his lover was a man out of nowhere. He had to ease them into it, move smoothly from one topic to the next. The shock would be inevitable, but at least they wouldn’t be quite as caught off guard and horrified.


  After listening carefully, Sangwoo frowned. “But why would I go to so much work only to reach the same conclusion?”


  “That’s not the point. Delivery matters.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  Over their eighteen months together, Jaeyoung had thought he’d turned his adorable rice cooker into a proper human being. But at times like this, he had to wonder if he’d made any progress at all. 


  If Sangwoo got himself thrown out of the house after announcing he was gay, well, Jaeyoung wouldn’t be surprised. But even imagining the crestfallen look that would appear on his face afterward felt unbearable. 


  “Hyung…I think I have a solution,” Sangwoo said suddenly, 


  Jaeyoung gave him a careless nod, indicating he should go on.


  “Why don’t you come with me and tell them yourself?”


  “What?!”


  Jaeyoung burst out laughing in disbelief, but Sangwoo’s face was deadly serious. It might’ve sounded like one of his horrible jokes, but it had clearly been anything but. 


  “I think you’d explain it much better than I could, Hyung.”


  “Hold on. You want me to go and tell your parents…that we’re together?”


  Sangwoo nodded, grinning like he’d just solved an impossible math problem, like he just knew his parents would accept Jaeyoung into the family without complaint.


  Jaeyoung sat dumbstruck for a while before beckoning him closer. 


  Sangwoo put his spoon down and leaned in. Silently, Jaeyoung wrapped an arm around his waist and looked him in the eyes, but Sangwoo beat him to the punch.


  “You don’t have to if you really don’t want to, of course.”


  Damn those eyes. And Sangwoo’s words…they were calm and nonjudgmental, despite his expression, which was full of expectation. 


  Sangwoo usually never hesitates to demand things outright, Jaeyoung thought, so why is he dancing around this particular thing?


  As he stroked a hand up and down Sangwoo’s back, Jaeyoung felt his resolve weaken. 


  “You’d really like me to go meet them, huh?”


  Sangwoo nodded without even a beat of hesitation. “Yes. I want to show you off to them.”


  At that moment, Jaeyoung knew he had no other choice but to say yes. If Sangwoo’s parents were going to give him a smack on the back and throw him out of the house, Jaeyoung would stay with him through all of it.


  He sighed and muttered, “Guess I’ll have to get a haircut now.”


  “That’s a shame. You’ve been growing it out for so long.”


  “Yeah, you totally mean that.”


  Sangwoo smiled. “I don’t. Short hair looks better on you.”


  


  ***


  


  Innocent and clueless, my ass…


  Sangwoo was a sly fucking fox, and it was all his fault that Jaeyoung was about to throw up, or faint, or both.


  “Is that you, Sangwoo?” a deep male voice boomed from the other side of the door. 


  Jaeyoung stiffened. He had the sinking feeling that the owner of that voice would end up slapping him across the face before the day was over.


  At least he wasn’t wearing his glasses. Preparation was key.


  The latch rattled, and the door swung open. 


  “Hmm…?”


  The middle-aged man on the other side, who had smiled brightly upon seeing his son, frowned in confusion when he noticed Jaeyoung.


  Jaeyoung bowed low, practically going ninety degrees, before straightening again. He tried to summon a polite smile, but the muscles in his face seemed to be frozen.


  Fuck, fuck, fuck! I swear, if I ever let Choo Sangwoo talk me into something like this again…


  The man—Sangwoo’s father—was dressed in a simple brown button-down shirt and grey trousers. His eyes were gentle, his expression warm, and his face much less wrinkled than Jaeyoung had expected. But he honestly didn’t look anything like Sangwoo, not really.


  Jaeyoung knew some tidbits about the guy. Sangwoo’s father was fifty-seven and a poet with three published collections, one of them a modest hit. Jaeyoung had read the most popular one once, but the verses had been far too mushy for his taste.


  After studying Jaeyoung in silence, Sangwoo’s father turned to his son. “It’s good to see you. Did you take the train?”


  “No, we drove.”


  “Run into any traffic on the way?”


  “No, not particularly.”


  Sangwoo hadn’t seen his father in six months, but the two of them spoke as if they’d only been apart for a few hours. But if that was bizarre, it was truly weird that Sangwoo’s father didn’t even bother to ask who the strange man standing next to his son was. 


  Jaeyoung gave Sangwoo a pointed look, which finally prompted Sangwoo to introduce him.


  “Father, this is Jaeyoung. Jang Jaeyoung.”


  “Ah… I see. Nice to meet you, Jaeyoung. You’re that upperclassman Sangwoo’s friendly with, correct? The one who’s living with him?”


  Jaeyoung took one of Sangwoo’s father’s large hands in his and shook it. “Yes, sir, that’s right. It’s an honor to meet you.”


  It was only a simple introduction, but he felt like he was poking a bear. 


  “And what’s all this you brought?” Sangwoo’s father asked, taking the gifts from Jaeyoung with a wide smile. “Oh, you really didn’t have to.”


  Jaeyoung’s stomach tied itself into a knot. Maybe it’d be better if I just got things over with instead of dragging them out so painfully…


  “Come in, come in! I never thought I’d see a day when my son brought home a friend.”


  “He’s not a friend.”


  Jaeyoung stomped hard on Sangwoo’s foot, and he promptly fell silent.


  “Honey, look! Sangwoo’s actually brought a friend over!”


  Sangwoo’s father bustled inside, leaving Jaeyoung no choice but to take off his shoes and follow him. He sighed, his shoulders tight with tension.


  The entryway to the house was so spotless it creeped him out a bit. Not a single pair of footwear lay out, and not a speck of dust could be found on the shoe cabinet. 


  Sangwoo opened the cabinet, put on a pair of slippers labelled with his name, then handed Jaeyoung a pair marked Guest 1.


  When they finally made their way to the living room, it was to be greeted with the sight of a woman who could only be Sangwoo’s mother. She sat on the couch, back ramrod straight.


  “Hello…,” Jaeyoung said, voice trailing off nervously.


  Sangwoo’s mother lowered her glasses, silently studying him. Her gaze wasn’t particularly sharp or intimidating, but it still made him feel exposed, as if she could see every single one of his flaws. Her narrow face and slender frame carried traces of beauty, softened but not erased by age. She looked like she’d fit right in at a CEO’s office.


  Jaeyoung had heard about her, too. At fifty-five years old, she was a chemical researcher who’d spent over twenty years with the same company.


  As she glanced at Sangwoo expectantly, her husband set down the gifts on the table.


  “You know Jaeyoung, right? The one Sangwoo lives with?” Sangwoo’s father asked carefully.


  “Oh…that one.”


  “Yes, yes, that one.”


  “How peculiar. He’s never brought a friend home before.”


  “Not even back in elementary school.”


  Sangwoo’s mother shifted her attention from Jaeyoung back to her son. “Hello, Sangwoo.”


  “Hello, Mother. Have you been well?”


  “I have. And your health?”


  “Perfectly fine.”


  “So it seems.”


  Jaeyoung sat through their dry exchange in silence. He’d overheard their phone calls often enough to know this was normal, but watching it unfold in person was another matter. 


  The conversation ended as quickly as it began, yet no one seemed unsettled. And then Sangwoo, without a word, headed upstairs—leaving Jaeyoung all by himself.


  Awkwardly, he perched on the edge of the couch. “Your home is beautifully kept,” he told Sangwoo’s mother, forcing the words through his lips. 


  But try as he might, he couldn’t bring himself to add the word Eomeonim.[1]


  


  


  


  

    [1] The formal way to address one’s mother or mother-in-law.


  




  As for the house, Jaeyoung truly hadn’t just been buttering Sangwoo’s mother up; despite being old and plain, it still had a quiet air of elegance about it. The walls were lined with seascapes done by painters he didn’t recognize, as well as scrolls of Korean calligraphy. Likely a certain poet’s doing, if Jaeyoung’s guess was right. 


  But even beyond that, every piece of furniture—the dining table, the bookshelves, the low wooden coffee table—was weathered and worn, but they were anything but ugly. No, they were like ancient heirlooms that only grew more valuable over time.


  “My husband decorated the place,” Sangwoo’s mother remarked, closing her book before disappearing into the kitchen.


  Jaeyoung sat awkwardly, unsure what to do with himself. He’d charmed plenty of his friends’ parents before, but Sangwoo wasn’t just a friend. Earning a couple of brownie points from her wasn’t going to help in the slightest when it came to the conversation they were about to have.


  Sweat dampened his palms. 


  “So how is it living with Sangwoo?” Sangwoo’s father chimed in amicably, settling down on the couch beside him.


  “Oh… Fine. We’ve been getting along well.”


  “I’m surprised you lasted over a year with him. You must have very similar personalities. I’m guessing you’re real tidy, too.”


  Neither was true, but Jaeyoung smiled and nodded.


  “As you probably know, Sangwoo can be quite…particular. When he first said he was going to live with someone, I was shocked. But I’m glad he’s doing it. When I was young, I also bunked with friends to save on rent. Gosh, we had so much fun together… And now, I look back on those memories fondly.”


  When Sangwoo’s father laughed, his eyes curved into warm crescents. The sight hit Jaeyoung with a realization—this man was where Sangwoo’s smile came from.


  “So, Mr. Jang…you’re older than Sangwoo, is that right? Have you graduated already?”


  “Yes, sir. This is my second year working. And please, you don’t have to call me Mr. Jang.”


  “What would you prefer, then?”


  “Just Jaeyoung is fine.”


  “All right then, Jaeyoung. Are you in the same field as Sangwoo? Programming?”


  “No, sir, I’m in visual design. I went to art school.”


  “Visual design? Really? And you two get along?”


  “Honey!”


  Jaeyoung was saved from having to answer when Sangwoo’s mother called out from the kitchen, sending Sangwoo’s father shooting up to his feet. He hurried into the kitchen, leaving Jaeyoung alone again.


  Jaeyoung’s gaze wandered aimlessly around the room until it landed on a shelf lined with picture frames. He rose, studying them one by one. Some family portraits sat alongside a picture of a boy and a girl playing together.


  Huh…his sister’s definitely not as ugly as he said she was.


  Jaeyoung pulled out his phone and zoomed in on the boy clutching a toy in his hands. He had just snapped the photo when Sangwoo finally came back down the stairs.


  “How could you leave me alone like that?” Jaeyoung mouthed resentfully.


  Sangwoo just gave him a clueless look and took a seat on the couch as if nothing was wrong.


  For a long time, they sat in silence. Sangwoo seemed perfectly at ease, but Jaeyoung was tense and restless. In the end, he stood up, poked his head into the kitchen, and offered to help, only to be driven out by a chilly look from Sangwoo’s mother and a “Sit down! You’re a guest!” from his father.  


  Dinner began at precisely six, not a second over. Each piece was set with mechanical precision: placemats, rice and soup bowls, small plates, water glasses on coasters, chopsticks and spoons resting neatly on porcelain stands. Nothing mismatched, nothing out of order.


  “Make sure to eat up, Sangwoo-ya. It’s been such a long time since you were home,” his father said.


  “I will.”


  “You too, Jaeyoung. It’s not much, but I hope you enjoy.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  The meal consisted of seaweed soup, breaded cod fillets, bulgogi, and a few side dishes. It wasn’t a feast, but it had clearly been prepared with care for their son. Yet the air at the table was positively suffocating, and conversation was sparse. Although, aside from Jaeyoung, no one seemed to find the silence strange. 


  Jaeyoung shoveled food into his mouth to make up for it, barely tasting anything. 


  Then, out of nowhere, Sangwoo’s father asked, “How was your last semester?”


  “It was fine,” Sangwoo answered. “I only got A-plusses, even though I had to cut down on my studying for my job search.”


  His father probably hadn’t been asking about his report card, but Sangwoo had managed to brag about his grades nonetheless. Or maybe he just wanted to chat now that he was reunited with his parents? If anyone else had asked, they would’ve gotten a curt, one-word answer.


  “Any good news?” his father prompted. “I already know you got a job, so that doesn’t count.”


  Sangwoo paused. “I…cannot say.”


  Instead of trying to press, his father changed the topic. “What about friends? Have you made any?”


  “No.” Sangwoo ate a spoonful of soup and continued, “As I’ve always said, I don’t need friends.”


  “Oh, don’t even start on the black mamba nonsense again.”


  Caught off guard, Jaeyoung burst out laughing, nearly choking on his rice. He covered it up with a cough, gulping down water.


  “He has the right to say what he wants. You have to respect his opinions,” Sangwoo’s mother cut in.


  “Come on, we didn’t raise a snake. And he talks about it all the time!”


  “Truth doesn’t lose its value, no matter how often it’s spoken. Also, I think it’s admirable that he’s drawing wisdom from nature.”


  I think I’m starting to see where all Sangwoo’s baseless confidence came from, Jaeyoung mused. 


  Across the table, Sangwoo’s father tucked in his tail with a nearly audible whimper. But, to his credit, he refused to yield.


  “Everyone needs relationships to survive, and our son’s no exception. Just think about what you managed to do with your friend here, Sangwoo-ya! You made that game, Badge Venturi!”


  “It’s Veggie Venturer, Father. And he’s my roommate, not a friend.”


  “Come on, Sangwoo. You’re allowed to be friends, too!”


  “That’s not what I meant. He isn’t a friend. He’s—”


  Before Sangwoo could blurt out something stupid, Jaeyoung clamped down hard on his knee under the table.


  “As you know, I was a grade above Sangwoo in school, and we only became coworkers when we worked on a project together. Maybe that’s why the word ‘friend’ doesn’t feel right to him,” Jaeyoung said with a forced smile.


  “Ah, I see… Well, Sangwoo has always been particular about definitions.”


  This isn’t how I expected this to go, but I’m not complaining, Jaeyoung thought.


  Most parents would be suspicious if their son brought home a strange man he lived with, but Sangwoo’s mother and father were barely paying him any attention at all. While this eased his anxiety slightly, Jaeyoung didn’t want to just sit there like a sack of potatoes. He stayed silent and watchful, eyes darting from one face to another.


  “I’ve been meaning to ask, why did you bring him here?”


  Jaeyoung’s fork froze halfway to his mouth. The swift attack had come from Sangwoo’s mother, who’d been eating her food with perfect calm and nonchalance until that point.


  “Because…” Under the table, Jaeyoung tightened his grip on Sangwoo’s knee. “Because he’s my hyung. I wanted you to meet him.”


  Thankfully, Sangwoo hadn’t forgotten Jaeyoung’s warning. His answer was careful, measured. Jaeyoung nearly heaved a sigh of relief—but then he saw the faint crease form between his mother’s brows.


  “Hyung? You only have one noona.”


  Her quiet voice carried an undeniable weight. Jaeyoung held his breath without realizing it.


  Sangwoo’s answer came as calmly and evenly as ever. “In Korean society, it’s customary to call someone older than you hyung or noona, even if they’re not related to you by blood.”


  “I’m well aware. But is it worth the confusion it may cause?”


  “Yes, I believe it is, when familiarity outweighs awkwardness.”


  “Hmm… Very well.”


  Jaeyoung finally released the breath he’d been holding, muscles pulled so tight it almost came out as a wheeze. Apparently, he wasn’t to get a moment of relief at this dining table: One moment a storm would rise, the next it was over as if nothing had happened. He felt like all the food he was eating was getting stuck in his chest in a large, uncomfortable lump.


  


  After dinner had ended, Sangwoo’s father brought out two of the pears Jaeyoung had bought and peeled them with practiced ease. His wife only ate a few slices in silence, then rose and went into her room without a word.


  Jaeyoung helped carry the dirty dishes to the kitchen, even offered to wash them, but was promptly turned away again. Only when the kitchen door closed did he finally have a moment alone with Sangwoo.


  “What’s the matter?” Sangwoo asked.


  “What do you mean?”


  “You look exhausted. Like you just worked overtime.”


  Jaeyoung laughed tiredly, dropping onto the couch. He kept a careful distance at first, mindful of Sangwoo’s parents, but before long, he shifted closer, resting his head on Sangwoo’s shoulder. Burying his nose against his neck, he drew in a deep breath, only to be met with a scoff.


  “You weren’t so bold when we were eating dinner,” Sangwoo whispered. “They don’t bite, you know. What are you so scared about?”


  “How could I not be scared, dummy? They’re your parents.”


  He closed his eyes, sinking against Sangwoo. A warm arm wrapped around his shoulders in return.


  “Do you think I’ll be scared, too, when I meet your grandfather?” Sangwoo wondered out loud.


  “Yeah, not happening.”


  “Why not?”


  “Not safe.”


  “He’s past seventy. I’m sure I could beat him in a fight.”


  Jaeyoung laughed at first, but he gradually fell silent when it dawned on him that Sangwoo might not be joking. Now that he thought about it, he wasn’t sure if Sangwoo valued respecting his elders. He decided there was no way he’d ever let those two ever meet.


  “All right. I think I’ve got this now.” Jaeyoung snapped his eyes open, glanced around carefully, and planted a firm kiss on Sangwoo’s cheek before pulling back. “First, we need to come up with a plan.”


  “What kind of plan?”


  “I’ll be honest, I don’t think I can talk to your mom. That’s your territory. I’ll deal with your dad.”


  “Is this supposed to be a game?”


  “Yup. The goal is to tell them we’re together without either of us getting slapped or you getting disowned. Think you can do it?”


  “I can do it right now, if you want.”


  Sangwoo went to stand, and Jaeyoung hurriedly tugged him back down on the couch. 


  “Listen. You’re their only son. They raised you and loved you for over twenty-six years. When they find out you’re dating a guy, it’s gonna hit them pretty hard. They might even tell you to break up with me. Worst-case scenario, they might even disown you. Are you ready for that?”


  “No…?”


  Sangwoo fell silent, his expression clouded with uncertainty and confusion.


  “Why would they do that? I can choose to date whoever I want.”


  “Yes, in theory. But—”


  “My parents always told me that whenever you make a choice, you must take responsibility for that choice. That once you’re an adult, you own the consequences of your actions. That even if things go wrong, no one else can fix it for you. Those words came straight from their mouths.”


  Sangwoo’s gaze steadied, a quiet conviction forming in his eyes.


  “I know my parents. Their words have always been consistent with their actions. If they interfered in my relationship, that would make them hypocrites.”


  This was the Sangwoo Jaeyoung knew and loved: a human vending machine that only produced correct answers, a general who tried to take on the world with a spear of logic. It was obvious that he thoroughly trusted his parents. No matter how much he talked about being a black mamba or other such nonsense, it was inarguable that Sangwoo’s family still formed the foundation of his world.


  Jaeyoung felt a surge of affection toward him, followed by a pang of guilt.


  I hope you’re right, Sangwoo-ya.




  Jaeyoung met Sangwoo’s steady gaze, thoughts racing and tangling in his head. He knew Sangwoo would be shattered if his parents ended up disowning him. Moreover, he knew he wouldn’t be able to escape the guilt of being the cause of it for who knew how long.  


  The kitchen door abruptly swung open, startling Jaeyoung’s mind clear.


  “Sangwoo,” his father called out.


  “Yes?”


  “Let’s chat for a second. Just father to son.” 


  “All right.”


  Sangwoo’s father slipped on a jacket, passing a bottle of soju and an ashtray from hand to hand, and then headed toward the front door. Sangwoo quickly grabbed two glasses from the kitchen and followed him, but Jaeyoung intercepted him before he could head outside.


  “I’ll go,” Jaeyoung said, gently taking the glasses from him.


  For a moment, Sangwoo stared at the floor with a conflicted frown. But then he finally looked back up.


  “No, Hyung. I can do it. I don’t want to put any kind of pressure on you.”


  They were just standing in the living room, but in that moment, Sangwoo sparkled with the light of a million stars in Jaeyoung’s eyes. 


  Clearly, he was completely head over heels for the man.


  When Jaeyoung spread his arms, Sangwoo fell into them without hesitation. The embrace pushed Jaeyoung’s fear aside and filled him with a level of courage he hadn’t even realized he could feel. 


  Pressing a light kiss against Sangwoo’s forehead, he headed toward the front door, determined. But as he slipped on his shoes, Sangwoo spoke again from behind him. 


  “Wait.” 


  Something soft looped around Jaeyoung’s neck as he turned to glance back—Sangwoo’s scarf. Sangwoo tied it in a clumsy knot and grinned.


  “It’s cold outside.”


  Jaeyoung smiled back, warmth pooling in his heart. “Be right back,” he said, waving his hand. 


  The front door shut behind him.


  


  Jaeyoung found Sangwoo’s father smoking out in the yard. 


  Ringed in by low mountains, the space was calm and still, tranquil. Weeds had been allowed to overrun the place, and yet the fruit trees that sprouted from the ground alongside them still stood tall and dignified despite being seemingly untended. To Jaeyoung, the quiet disarray seemed fitting for a poet.


  He stepped up to the round wooden table where Sangwoo’s father sat, then lowered himself onto a chair that was shaped like a tree stump. 


  Startled, the other man pulled his cigarette from his lips. “What are you doing here, Jaeyoung? Where’s Sangwoo?”


  “I wanted a chance to chat with you instead, sir.”


  His stomach twisted, but he set down the two soju glasses he’d brought with forced nonchalance. Reaching for the bottle of soju, he twisted off the cap and poured. 


  Sangwoo’s father accepted his proffered drink reluctantly, then poured a glass for Jaeyoung himself and held it out. 


  Jaeyoung received the glass with both hands and set it carefully before him.


  “A friend from Andong gifted this to me,” Sangwoo’s father said with a faint smile, turning his head to finish his cigarette. “Not bad, you’ll see.”


  Jaeyoung thought there was a trace of loneliness in his face. “You must feel a little hurt,” he said carefully.


  “Of course.”


  Sangwoo’s father drained his glass in one smooth gulp. Jaeyoung followed his lead. The alcohol burned as it went down his throat, but he made sure to keep a straight face.


  “I worry about him going overseas, and I’ll miss him dearly, but what can I do? He’s been chasing this job since he was a kid, and now, he’s finally got it,” the poet continued. “That’s just the way he is, you know. When he says he’ll do something, he does it. And I heard it’s a huge company, too… What, maybe two hundred employees?”


  It sounded like Sangwoo hadn’t given his father a thorough explanation. From what Jaeyoung knew, the company had at least two thousand employees.


  “Plenty of people see it as a dream job,” Jaeyoung agreed with a nod. “It’s definitely something to be proud of.”


  “Right? And on top of that, he finally brings a friend home! When he first said he was moving in with someone, I figured it was just to save money. So I sent him some, but he sent it right back, saying he had more than enough. That’s when I figured out he must’ve finally found a true friend.”


  “Ah…”


  “I thought you’d be just like him. Always talking math or science, the type to split grocery bills down to the last coin. But you’re very…normal. Oh, forgive me. I don’t mean to presume anything about you. It’s just…I never imagined Sangwoo could keep up such a relationship with such an ordinary person.”


  “I understand.”


  Their second glasses of soju were poured and emptied just as quickly.


  “So how did you and Sangwoo become so close? Far as I know, he’s only got three friends, and he only made the effort to get close to them because he needed them for some kind of game.”


  Jaeyoung knew them, of course: Lim Sewon, Kim Choongho, Kim Wonjong. One was an office worker, and two, college students. They reached out once or twice a year, and they seemed like good enough people. Unremarkable.


  “Well, it all started with a class project,” Jaeyoung began. It was technically the truth, although he omitted quite a bit of information. “Then we started working on Veggie Venturer together, working in the same studio.”


  “Hmm… Interesting,” Sangwoo’s father muttered. “Let me tell you something. His mother and I were wondering… Well, you know. These days, men date men, women date women…”


  Here it comes, Jaeyoung thought with some trepidation. 


  Sangwoo’s father glanced at him and laughed awkwardly. “Ah, forget I said anything. It’s just senseless rambling.”


  He downed his glass, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and pulled another cigarette from his pocket.


  “Mind if I have one, too?” Jaeyoung asked.


  The poet blinked, looking slightly surprised, but handed over the pack—stronger than the ones Jaeyoung typically bought—and his lighter. 


  Jaeyoung pulled a cigarette out, turned to the side, and lit it.


  A heavy silence settled between the two men, lingering until the cigarette was half gone.


  “I’m sure you’ll miss him, too,” Sangwoo’s father finally said. “You’ve lived together for over a year, after all.”


  It was time. Jaeyoung took a long puff of the cigarette, exhaled slowly, and put it out in the ashtray.


  “Sir,” he said firmly, with determination, meeting the older man’s eyes. “I’ve decided to quit my job and study abroad. The university is close to where Sangwoo works, and I’ll be staying with him in a place nearby.”


  Who would’ve thought he’d end up applying to the same program three separate times? He’d originally been torn between working at a branding agency and getting a master’s, but he ended up choosing the latter. He wanted to keep experimenting, sharpening his design style. Admittedly, he was also a bit tired of working.


  Sangwoo’s father’s jaw dropped. His cigarette slipped from his fingers, and Jaeyoung quickly snatched it up and tossed it before the burning tip touched the grass. When he looked back up, the older man’s eyes were unreadable. Was the emotion in them anger? Disappointment? Despair? He couldn’t tell.


  Should I be on my knees or something…?


  The silence dragged on. Jaeyoung forced himself to hold Sangwoo’s father’s gaze and spoke again. 


  “I came prepared to take whatever you throw at me, sir. All I ask is that you hear me out.”


  The older man said nothing, eyes wide. 


  Jaeyoung thought of Sangwoo, probably having the same conversation with his mother inside the house, and summoned every bit of courage he had left.


  “I’m not just your son’s friend. We’ve been living together since last June, as partners, not roommates. We’re moving to a state where same-sex marriage is legal, and once we become citizens, we plan to marry. I don’t dare ask for your blessing, but I just didn’t feel right keeping it a secret from you any longer.”


  He’d never planned on acting like a character from a cheesy TV show, but before he knew it, his knees were on the ground. What the hell am I doing? Too late, he realized he’d offered himself up as the perfect target if Sangwoo’s father chose to hit him.


  “Oh no! There’s no need for that.”


  Sangwoo’s father shot up from his chair, grabbed Jaeyoung’s arm, and hauled him to his feet with surprising strength. 


  Jaeyoung sat back down, still tense. 


  Another silence stretched between them.


  Eventually, Sangwoo’s father lit another cigarette, then pushed the pack across the table without looking at Jaeyoung. 


  After a moment of hesitation, Jaeyoung took another cigarette for himself—but this time, Sangwoo’s father leaned forward to light it for him. Jaeyoung let it happen, slightly unsettled, and then took a puff.


  The poet smoked his own cigarette down to the filter before he spoke another word. But by then, Jaeyoung’s anxiety had finally eased. He felt oddly light. The truth was out, and there was no taking it back. Whatever the response, he would have to live with it. Besides, even if Sangwoo’s parents disapproved, he would never give up his lover.


  “Are you sure you’ll be all right?”


  The calmness in the older man’s voice caught Jaeyoung off guard. There was no anger, no shock. The sentence was incomplete and ambiguous. 


  Jaeyoung frowned in confusion. “What do you mean by that, exactly…?”


  The poet’s eyes met his. What Jaeyoung found there was something unexpected: concern.


  “Sangwoo may not look like it, but he can be very obsessive. Always has been. I got him this toy when he was three? Every time it broke, he fixed it over and over, and it still sits in his room today. He’s never lost a single piece from the Lego set he got when he was five. And his obsession with excavators…? Don’t even get me started.”


  “Yes…he can be like that,” Jaeyoung admitted.


  “When he decides something belongs to him, he never lets go,” Sangwoo’s father continued. “Make this decision very carefully, Jaeyoung. This may be your only chance to run.”


  Jaeyoung blinked, temporarily at a loss for words.


  “Uh… You don’t mind that I’m a man?”


  The poet gave a short laugh. “You’re saying you two are lovers, correct?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “And Sangwoo…he’s under the same impression?”


  “Uh, yes…? Of course he is.”


  “Are you certain? Have you heard him say it in his own words?” 


  Sangwoo’s father faltered for a moment before continuing. 


  “Let me be honest. I don’t know why Sangwoo is with you. It may hurt to hear this, but I’ll be blunt.” He sighed, then went on, “Sangwoo recognizes sexual desire, but he doesn’t understand love.”


  It sounded like the man knew his son pretty well. For a moment, Jaeyoung reminisced on the several months he’d suffered through before they finally became a couple.


  “I’m being completely serious,” Sangwoo’s father added when he saw Jaeyoung’s face.


  “I understand, sir.”


  “I know it might sound a bit strange, but…though he’s always been sharp, he’s also always been emotionally stunted. Affection, joy, intimacy… No matter how hard I tried to open up his heart to them, it never stuck. So when he told me at twenty-one that he was dating a girl from his college, I thought finally, finally he was growing into a proper human being. I was so glad.”


  Sangwoo’s father shook his head bitterly.


  “But it was just an experiment. He wanted to see if she was ‘marriage material.’ Even after I scolded him, he couldn’t grasp what he’d done wrong. That poor girl…”


  Yep, Jaeyoung knew all about the short fling. The girl had apparently been two years older than Sangwoo, had worked in the admin office, and had a pleasant smell. When Jaeyoung had first heard of her, he’d tried everything in his power to discover her identity. But Sangwoo had refused to reveal her name, calling it confidential information. 


  In the end, it remained a mystery.




  “He even views parental love as nothing more than a genetic reflex for reproduction,” Sangwoo’s father continued bitterly. “You can show him affection, give him all the love in the world…but he still just doesn’t get it.”


  How did I end up becoming Sangwoo’s father’s emotional support animal? Jaeyoung thought to himself. But he pushed his confusion aside and refilled the man’s empty glass of soju instead of dwelling on it.


  “If it makes you feel better, Sangwoo really does care about you and his mom.”


  “No, no. He’s only repaying what we invested in him throughout his childhood. Funny, isn’t it? He acts like we’re a bank.”


  Jaeyoung found himself without the words to reply. 


  “He’s my son, and I love him, but he’s more machine than human. It’s all my fault, really. I raised him all wrong.”


  Jaeyoung smiled softly as he watched Sangwoo’s father clutch his head in dismay. He’d gone down the exact same spiral once, but many things had changed since then.


  “Don’t be too hard on yourself, sir. I can see how much Sangwoo loves this place and respects you.”


  “Unlike my son, you’re very good at flattery.”


  “No, I mean it. It’s obvious that you raised Sangwoo with love. He’s naturally kind and conscientious, sure, but you and his mother definitely contributed to that.”


  “Kind…? Sangwoo?”


  “Yes, sir. He’s changed. He shows affection, gets jealous, does all the things a normal person does. He even proposed to me. Handed me a bouquet, promised to make me happy. I couldn’t refuse.”


  Sangwoo’s father stared at him in disbelief. Jaeyoung pulled out his phone and showed him a screenshot he’d saved.


  


  [Choo Sangwoo ♡♡: I love you ♥] 11 months ago


  


  “Did you force him to do that?” Sangwoo’s father muttered, looking shocked. 


  Actually…yes, Jaeyoung had—but the older man didn’t need to know that.


  “He’s never once told me he loved me, not even for Father’s Day. Something about not being able to use the term since it’s so hard to define…,” Sangwoo’s father grumbled. He sounded hurt. 


  Jaeyoung’s lips twitched. He had to put conscious effort into stopping a smile from forming.


  “Sangwoo may be a bit tactless, but he’s honest, sir. He tells me exactly how he feels.” 


  Jaeyoung couldn’t keep the pride from his voice. He only hoped it didn’t sound too much like he was bragging. But even then, a part of him felt like he deserved a Nobel Peace Prize.


  “Because he’s so logical, there’s no reason for us to fight as long as I explain things clearly. Sure, he sometimes hurts my feelings, but that’s on both of us, not just him.”


  Sangwoo’s father nodded weakly. It seemed like he was still recovering from the shock of seeing the text message.


  “I understand if you think we haven’t been dating for long enough, which is why I hesitate to say this, but…”


  Despite his humble facade, Jaeyoung was completely, unnervingly sure of what he was about to say next. The past year and a half had been more than long enough to make this commitment.


  “I’ve never met anyone like Sangwoo, sir. I love your son with all of my heart.”


  He hadn’t meant to sound so cliché, but so what? Since when had his life gone according to plan? Of course, that would change very soon, since Sangwoo would soon be locked in as his guiding star.


  “I know this is strange for me to say, since I’m a man, but…if I had your blessing, I’d feel much more secure in our relationship,” Jaeyoung said firmly. The nervousness and fear in his chest had long since melted away.


  After a pause, Sangwoo’s father, still looking at the ground, exhaled deeply. “Well, if Sangwoo’s happy…I can’t exactly forbid you two from being together.”


  It wasn’t a clear answer, but to Jaeyoung, it was as good as an enthusiastic yes. After all, he’d come prepared to take a punch or two.


  “You should probably talk to his mother, though. I’m not the one with any real authority in this household.” Sangwoo’s father bowed his head with a pitiful sigh.


  “Do you think she’ll be opposed to it?”


  “Not exactly… But she probably won’t understand. She might even say, ‘Two electrons cannot exist in a neutron.’ Or something like that.”


  “Right…”


  Maybe it was a good thing that Sangwoo was talking to her, then. 


  Silence stretched out between them again, heavy and uneasy.


  “Jaeyoung.”


  “Yes, sir?”


  “I appreciate your honesty. But right now, I just need some space to process our conversation. If you have nothing more to say, I’d like to be alone.”


  Sangwoo’s father lit yet another cigarette. 


  Jaeyoung nodded and stood, but he paused and turned back toward the poet before he began to walk away. “I have one last question, if I may.”


  “Go ahead.”


  “How did you meet your wife?”


  Sangwoo’s father burst out laughing. Then, after a moment, he took a deep breath and said, “It was back when I was working in Seoul. There was this woman who always took the same bus as me, who always sat in the exact same seat at the exact same time. And she was stunning. Absolutely stunning.”


  “Oh…”


  “I wrote her a poem every month for over a year, but I never got a single reaction. Then one day, as she got off the bus, she told me…” He paused, letting the suspense build. “‘Your writing has a grammatical mistake.’”


  Jaeyoung just stared at him, speechless.


  “I know. Not exactly the most romantic stuff, especially for a man who writes love poems.”


  It honestly would have been difficult to say something less romantic. Jaeyoung pressed a fist to his mouth to keep from laughing. 


  But after he gave the older man a bow and started walking back to the house, he could hear the poet himself laughing softly behind him. 


  The moon was shining bright in the sky. It had only been a few minutes since he’d last seen Sangwoo, but somehow Jaeyoung missed him already. 


  The door to the house swung open quietly under his fingers. Stepping into the neat foyer, Jaeyoung once again slid into the slippers labeled Guest 1 and carefully arranged his shoes in their place.


  It was dark inside, but a faint light spilled out from a door that had been left slightly ajar near the stairs. As Jaeyoung walked by, he overheard Sangwoo talking with his mother inside, making him abruptly halt his steps.


  “How did you manage to tie him down?” Sangwoo’s mother was asking.


  “With a surprise proposal. Then I trapped him with a ring.”         


  “Well done. I couldn’t have done it better myself.”


  “I feel a bit guilty. I think he’s just happy to have something shiny on his finger. He can be a bit simple, you see.”


  “Your father was the same. He was so excited, not even realizing he’d be tied down for the rest of his life.”


  Jaeyoung couldn’t help but chuckle in mild disbelief. His fingers brushed against the slender ring in his pocket—he’d taken it off before coming to the house. He slid it back onto his ring finger.


  “Handsome, isn’t he?” Sangwoo asked.


  “Hmm… I’m not sure if I would call him that. Compared to your father when he was young…”


  “That is a completely subjective assessment. Thank you for reminding me of the side effects of love, Mother.”


  Jaeyoung stifled another laugh and pressed closer to the door, listening intently.


  “Also, were you both tested before engaging in sexual intercourse?”


  “No, but we always use prophylactic methods.”


  “That’s good.”


  “If I’m being honest, sometimes my desire gets the better of me, and I overindulge myself in sexual activities. It feels…animalistic. Even something as simple as eye contact makes me aroused.” There was a pause. “That said, if he had an infection or disease to pass on, I suppose I would’ve noticed by now.”


  “It seems you take after your father in some ways.”


  “Yes. We are biologically related, after all.”


  “I had fourteen tests done before I ever had intercourse with your father. Swab tests, urine tests, blood tests, you name it. You should do the same.”


  “Understood. Now that I think about it, I was being reckless. I’ll make an appointment tomorrow.”


  What in the world…? Jaeyoung knew it’d be mortifying if they caught him eavesdropping, but curiosity kept him rooted to the spot.


  “You seem happy,” Sangwoo’s mother commented.


  “I am.”


  “Why is that?”


  “Ever since we started dating, my life has become much more interesting. I wish to marry him soon. That will make everything more stable. Even with a ring, I am still suffering from uncertainties. I need him legally bound to me.”


  “That desire is only natural. Humans crave stability.”


  “I don’t know how I managed it back when he was only my sunbae.”


  Sangwoo was much more chatty than usual. Leaning back against the wall, Jaeyoung listened with a smile.


  “How do you split your chores?”


  “I do the laundry and clean the living room. Hyung handles the kitchen. Except he hates taking out the trash, so I do it for him.”


  “Oh, he must have a weak stomach.”


  “No, I don’t think so. I believe he simply doesn’t enjoy the act.”


  “I see. Sanghui can be the same way.”


  “Don’t compare him to that creature. She’s nothing but an animal with a brain the size of a pea. Jaeyoungie-hyung is just…a bit lazy sometimes. He gets tired after work.”


  Sangwoo’s calm, robotic tone was like music to Jaeyoung’s ears. It seemed his fiancé was heavily biased in his favor—something he didn’t mind in the slightest. Hopefully, that would never change. 


  “Sanghui also brought a boyfriend home last month. Apparently, they plan to marry next year.”


  “I heard. I wonder if he knows what kind of creature she really is.”


  “You’d be surprised. When her boyfriend is around, all her bad habits seem to disappear. Though she might just be masking them.”


  “How dishonest of her. Once they marry, everything will come out.”


  “What about you, Sangwoo? Have you been hiding anything about yourself?”


  There was a brief, thoughtful pause. “I don’t think so? Sometimes I flip my socks inside out on purpose and leave them sitting out for about six hours just so he doesn’t feel too abnormal. But I feel terrible afterward.”


  So that’s why he’s been doing that.


  “I do similar things on occasion. Like buying fictional literature to make your father feel better, though I never read it.”


  “I understand what you mean. I’ve even been learning to skateboard on the weekends lately.”


  “Learning to skateboard?”


  “Let me show you.”


  For a moment, the room went quiet. Then Jaeyoung heard a familiar video begin to play.


  “Watch closely, Sangwoo-ya. You’ve gotta press the tail with your back foot, but you can’t let the board touch the ground. If you mess up, you’ll flip and crack your head.”


  “Which part of my foot am I supposed to use?”


  “Your heel. It’s kind of hard to explain… Try to even out your shoulders. I’ll show you again. Like this, see…? Wanna give it a try? You learn faster by doing.”


  “Hold on… I’m taking a video.”


  There was the scrape of skateboard wheels against the ground, and then the video cut off. 


  Apparently, Sangwoo was doing exactly what he’d said he wanted to: showing off Jaeyoung to his parents.




  “What is the purpose of doing this?” Sangwoo’s mother, who’d been silent until that point, finally asked.


  “I think he likes it so much because there’s a greater thrill to it than running.”


  “So it’s not simply a method of transportation?”


  “No. Because they don’t have an engine, skateboards are too inefficient for that purpose. But using them is still quite enjoyable. I even bruised myself trying last week. It’s healed now.”


  “Be careful.”


  “Oh, we’ve also agreed that we have to take at least one vacation per season together and watch one movie per week.”


  “The latter sounds like a chore.”


  “No, not particularly. I consider it a date.”


  She eyed Sangwoo for a moment. “I noticed he is taller and more muscular than you. Are you certain he won’t cause you any physical harm?”


  “You worry too much.”


  “I’m just making sure.”


  “Is there anything else you’re curious about?” Sangwoo offered.


  “No.”


  “Then shall I go upstairs?”


  “Let’s talk a little longer. It’s been a while. Even if it’s meaningless chitchat… I enjoy it.”


  Sangwoo nodded. “Okay. Could I hear about your current research, then?”


  Huh. You could call him a good son, I guess…


  Jaeyoung smiled to himself and stepped back, careful not to make any noise on the old, creaky stairs.


  Sangwoo had been right this whole time. It was obvious his parents respected their son’s choices and were trying to understand them. They didn’t give a crap about Jaeyoung—his father’s focus had been entirely on what was going on in Sangwoo’s head and heart, while his mother’s had been on his well-being. Even if Sangwoo had brought home an alien and called it his partner, they would’ve reacted the exact same way.


  That’s…actually a bit depressing for me, huh?


  But Jaeyoung wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth.


  


  Upstairs, Jaeyoung found a bathroom and two bedrooms. The door of the first bedroom was plastered with old sticker marks—very un-Sangwoo-like. Scribbled in purple pen across the door were the words:


  


  Sanghui’s Room~☆★ 


  DO NOT ENTER!!


  (Especially Choo Sangwoo!!!)


  


  Next to Sangwoo’s name, Sanghui, who must be his sister, had doodled what looked like a cloud…though she’d probably been going more for a head of lettuce.


  Jaeyoung moved on and stopped at the next door, which had nary a sticker mark in sight. His heart sped up. Then, with a long, deep breath, he opened it.


  Immediately, he burst out laughing. “What is this, the Choo Sangwoo Museum?”


  He took a moment to examine the small room.


  One wall was lined with bookshelves, which were full of children’s science texts. Jaeyoung pulled one out at random. The cover was dated and cheesy, with the title Why the Galaxy? stamped across it. All the books looked old, but Why Wheels? and Why Numbers? were the most battered. 


  Star charts and posters listing hundreds of dinosaur names lined the walls, their laminated edges frayed, while a model solar system sat alongside a pencil sharpener on the glass-topped surface of a wooden desk. Jaeyoung could imagine a younger Sangwoo sitting at the latter, studying his way through middle school and high school. Its shelves held math workbooks and several notebooks, and on the top row, there were models of helicopters, destroyers, and satellites, plus about twenty game CDs.


  “Wow…haven’t seen these in a hot minute,” Jaeyoung muttered, flipping through a few of the CDs, feeling a wave of nostalgia. Then he noticed something and grinned.


  Carefully, he picked up what was probably the museum’s crown jewel: an excavator model, the very one Sangwoo had begged his father to buy him when he was six. It had supposedly been Sangwoo’s first love. The crawler-type excavator was small enough to fit in Jaeyoung’s palm.


  He studied it for a moment, taking in how its yellow paint had mostly peeled to white, before setting it back down gently.


  Next, Jaeyoung’s eyes drifted to the bed, a little too small for Sangwoo now. There was a fresh duvet cover neatly draped over it, probably laid by his parents. Beneath the bed was a black void: the secret storage space of any teenage boy. Jaeyoung didn’t expect any sexy magazines or anything like that—even if Sangwoo had once been interested in such things, he would’ve uploaded everything onto his PC—but curiosity made him crouch down for a peek.


  A plastic container was tucked underneath, filled with toys: spinning tops, miniature cars, bottle rockets, robots, model ambulances, building blocks, puzzles, marbles, playing cards, commemorative coins… Another box held colorful Lego bricks, and beside it sat a stack of science magazines tied with string.


  It felt like the little space was frozen in time. Sangwoo had clung to every little thing he’d ever valued, never throwing anything away. Though some of it was worn down, some dirty, all of it had been preserved with care.


  Every time you come back, it must feel like…like home.


  Jaeyoung had spent his childhood moving from place to place, which meant he no longer had most of his old belongings. For him, “home” was the apartment he now shared with Sangwoo. 


  Maybe the longing he felt now, for stability and permanence, was what came from living life as a nomad. 


  Surrounded by pieces of the glittering past that had shaped Sangwoo’s present, Jaeyoung felt a surge of hot emotion.


  I’m surrounded by the things that made up your world, that outlined the story of your life… Every bit of it led you to my side.


  Standing in the space where Sangwoo had spent his childhood and adolescence, Jaeyoung touched and examined the traces the curious, diligent boy had left behind. These were things that had existed ten years ago and would exist ten years in the future.


  He felt a strange spark of envy. Would Sangwoo feel the same affection for him, lasting for years and years? Would he keep Jaeyoung in his collection, too?


  Maybe, after decades had gone by, some trace of Jaeyoung would linger on Sangwoo as well, just as it did with the well-loved science books.


  Jaeyoung pushed the plastic container back under the bed, then spotted Sangwoo’s graduation album sitting on a shelf. Stretching out on the bed, he flipped through it, looking for a picture of Sangwoo.


  The elementary school photos were exactly what he’d expected. The Sangwoo in them was short-haired, expressionless, pale, and thin—but still not the type to be bullied. The middle and high school photos were just about the same. Though Jaeyoung could tell Sangwoo had grown older, his face had remained remarkably unchanged.


  “There’s no way we would’ve been friends if we met in high school,” Jaeyoung muttered, staring at a group photo. Back then, Sangwoo had been the nerdy kid who was always at the top of the class, while Jaeyoung had been a rebellious soul who was allergic to school and structure. It was a miracle they were dating now.


  If Jaeyoung hadn’t specialized in art, he never would’ve landed at Hanguk University—not with his atrocious grades. If he hadn’t put off that stupid Ethics course until his last semester, he and Sangwoo would have never crossed paths. If he’d chosen to do just enough to coast through that group project, maybe put together a crappy slideshow and called it a day, Sangwoo might have never learned his name. And if Sooyoung hadn’t handed over Veggie Man, Jaeyoung could very well have graduated without ever realizing Sangwoo and the weirdo were the same person. 


  His grip on the photo album tightened. All those small coincidences had paved the path that led Sangwoo to him. But what if one of those blocks had been missing? What then?


  The thought sent a chill down his spine, but before he could spiral too far, the door swung open. 


  Jaeyoung sprang up from the bed when he saw Sangwoo, and before he knew it, he was hugging him tightly to his chest.


  “Are you…crying?” Sangwoo asked, sounding confused.


  “No. Something got in my eye.”


  “I see. It’s dusty in here. I don’t use this room anymore.”


  Jaeyoung only smiled, hugging Sangwoo close and curling a hand around the back of his head. His chest ached with affection. 


  He’d thought he’d already reached the limit of how much he could love Sangwoo, but he’d been wrong. Every day, he fell even more deeply in love with him than the day before.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  “Yes?”


  “How much do you love me?”


  Sangwoo didn’t reply. 


  Jaeyoung loosened his hold, then tipped Sangwoo’s chin up until their eyes locked. As always, the gaze that met his was steady, honest, warm.


  How could he have ever called Sangwoo a rice cooker? No way could a rice cooker be so affectionate, so lovely. 


  Jaeyoung grinned. “C’mon, tell me.”


  “You cannot quantify love.”


  “But you’d choose me over an excavator, right?”


  “You surpassed that threshold a long time ago.”


  Hear that, you rusty old toy? Jaeyoung cheered silently.


  “Hyung.”


  “Yeah?”


  “I want to kiss you.”


  “What if one of your parents comes in?”


  “I asked not to be disturbed.”


  Jaeyoung pretended to think it over for a moment, then leaned forward—but teasingly jerked back before Sangwoo got too close. 


  Sangwoo scowled.


  “Sangwoo-ya, the excavator and helicopter are watching.”


  “They need to know I’ve grown up,” he answered, deadpan. “I’ve moved on from toys.”


  Jaeyoung’s delighted laughter was stifled when Sangwoo rose up on his toes and pressed their lips together.


  


  ― End of Vol. 4




  4. Crash to Desktop


  


  Author: Mike R. Cornerman


  [02-26 MON 19:34:28]
After about a month of interviewing, the team finally got a new hire. The seat to my right is now occupied by a Korean guy who looks like he stepped straight out of a K-pop boy band. At first, I thought he might still be in high school, but when I asked Heather, she said he was twenty-seven. Unbelievable.


  


  [03-07 WED 16:22:19]
The new hire likes to dress simply, but his clothes are still fashionable. Personality-wise, he’s as extroverted as a rock. Skill-wise… Heather gave him a simple bug report to analyze, and he turned in an eleven-page report. Judging from her reaction, I’d say he’s competent enough. She loves to nitpick, but she didn’t even try.


  


  [03-15 THU 11:05:34]
Heather asked me to walk Choo through some shared tasks. After I finished explaining everything, he said his questions might take too long, so he opened a notepad to jot them down first. It’s been ages since I’ve seen someone write with such flawless grammar: no abbreviations or typos.


  


  [04-03 TUE 16:21:55]
Glad we got a solid new hire. Honestly, he’s already much better than Lewis was. Good riddance.


  


  [04-11 WED 14:42:15]
Everything Choo says and does is completely, utterly logical. Unrelated, but sometimes I get the urge to pinch his cheeks.


  


  [04-20 FRI 18:25:08]
Turns out he’s the creator of that old hit Veggie Venturer. When I told him I’d enjoyed playing it, he smiled at me for the first time.


  


  [04-24 TUE 11:12:45]
I tried looking up Choo’s company email but found nothing. Did locate an SNS account, though it looks inactive. He only follows some graffiti artist and no one else.


  


  [05-04 FRI 10:52:29]
Just noticed a ring on his left ring finger. Still… There’s no way he’s taken.


  


  [05-06 SUN 14:41:30]
You know what I think? It looks more like a rosary ring. My late grandmother wore one just like it. A Catholic, huh? Didn’t take him for the religious type.


  


  [05-10 THU 13:57:06]
Jess Middleton stopped by Choo’s desk just to compliment his shirt. Is she interested in him, too? Seriously?


  


  [05-15 TUE 11:09:49]
Unbelievable. Choo thought my name was Michael this whole time! Even after two whole months sitting next to each other!!!


  


  [05-21 MON 13:56:11]
Had lunch together for the first time. Well, technically, Choo was eating alone, and I just sat next to him, but it still counts, right?


  


  [05-24 THU 15:01:02]
HR finally gave Choo his business cards. Took them long enough. I asked for one, but then he wanted to know what I’d use it for. I just said I have a hobby of collecting them.


  


  [05-26 SAT 15:26:09]
I texted Choo to ask if he liked movies. Five hours later, I got a reply that said “go toh ell.” The typo threw me off more than the actual contents. Choo never makes typos. Did I copy the wrong number off his business card?


  


  [06-08 FRI 14:22:06]
For two weeks straight, Choo’s only worn black T-shirts and raggedy jeans. Wonder if something’s the matter with him.


  


  [06-11 MON 09:45:21]
For God’s sake, Choo! My name isn’t Michael. It’s Mike! Just Mike!


  


  [06-13 WED 17:41:10]
Overheard Choo on a video call in the break room talking in his native language. He sounded about twenty times more human than he ever does in English. Maybe I should learn Korean.


  


  [06-21 THU 12:57:26]
Sangwoo… How do you even say that name? What does it mean?


  


  [06-26 TUE 13:31:55]
Choo criticized me for formatting my code insufficiently. The piece he happened to see was one I’d rushed to finish to meet a deadline, though, so I couldn’t exactly argue. Heather probably overheard when she was walking by. Damn it.


  I never thought Choo was the type to put others down just to look better for a promotion, but maybe I was wrong. No more trying to befriend him like I’ve been doing until now. He’s going on my shit list.


  


  [06-27 WED 22:19:21]
Stayed late at work trying to find some mistake Choo’s made. Didn’t find a single one.


  


  [07-03 TUE 18:33:47]
Still waiting for Choo to slip up. What is he, a machine?


  


  [07-12 THU 16:08:22]
I came up with the perfect revenge on Choo. Made up a nasty nickname and slipped it to Chris Walker. Walker’s the biggest gossip in the office, so the whole company will pick it up soon enough.


  


  [07-13 FRI 18:32:11]
My plan was a total success. Choo’s no longer called by name. Now, he’s RCHOO-D2. Go audition for the next Star Wars sequel, you tin-can robot!


  


  [07-16 MON 10:04:21]
The robot went on vacation. It’s quiet and peaceful without him.


  


  [07-26 THU 17:29:56]
Was the office always this boring?


  


  [07-30 MON 09:47:38]
RCHOO-D2 is back. Don’t know where he went, but he’s a bit tanned now. Maybe I should try tanning.


  


  [08-01 WED 13:47:32]
Mia Bearun said Choo was doing a great job and even put a hand on his shoulder. I hated it. I know how to give compliments, too, you know.


  


  [08-02 THU 16:44:12]
Choo called me Michael for the third time, and I finally snapped. Told Heather I couldn’t work with an idiot who still didn’t remember the name of the guy sitting next to him after half a year and demanded she fire either him or me. She looked at me like I’d lost my mind.


  


  [08-03 FRI 19:17:03]
On my way out, Choo caught me to apologize for yesterday and said he’d buy me lunch next week. My God, this time he actually called me by my real name.


  I’m back home now, but my heart’s still pounding. Holy shit…


  


  [08-06 MON 13:39:41]
Damn it! Shit! Fuck!!! Middleton, Grigson, and Anders tagged along to lunch, and I ended up sitting in the seat furthest from Choo.


  The entire time, Choo ate without a word, but then StarCraft came up, and his mouth wouldn’t stop running. In fact, the whole bunch of them started chatting away. I don’t even know why, but I blurted out, “I could beat you using my feet, you total noob.” The way everyone looked at me after that… I felt like a complete idiot.


  


  [08-10 FRI 09:51:36]
I think Choo’s mad at me. He hasn’t said a word in days, and when our eyes finally met, he demanded to know if I was a retired pro gamer or something. I dodged the question, but he won’t let it go.


  


  [08-13 MON 16:14:28]
The strange man next to me is being a nuisance. Why does he care how good a gamer I am? I don’t know whether to like it or hate it.


  


  [08-16 THU 18:49:55]
Like, seriously, I can’t get any work done because of this damn robot.


  


  [08-22 WED 23:36:12]
Heather finally stepped in. But instead of giving Choo a proper scolding as team leader, she encouraged us to settle it with a gaming competition. In the end, we agreed to face off in five games, including StarCraft 1, a week from today. Our other team members are placing bets like crazy.


  I’m currently practicing after work, but I’m nervous as hell.


  


  [08-27 MON 22:19:34]
Still practicing.


  


  [08-28 TUE 23:57:03]
Damn it, I can’t sleep. I’ll win, right? Surely…


  


  [08-29 WED 22:59:01]
Fuck, I forgot he was Korean. 


  The final score came out 4 to 1. StarCraft 1, Hearthstone, Winning Eleven, and even Battle City, a game I used to play all the time as a kid… I lost them all. I was humiliated in front of not only my teammates but also people from other departments who came to watch.


  The last game was Minesweeper. Choo clicked on a mine with his very first move, so I won.


  I’m drinking the whiskey Charlotte brought me from Scotland last year right now. Thanks, Charlotte.


  


  [08-30 THU 11:01:23]
Called in sick.


  


  [08-31 FRI 10:33:28]
Called in sick.


  


  [09-03 MON 09:44:39]
Heather moved my desk to the one farthest from Choo.


  


  [09-04 TUE 14:23:56]
My new desk is quiet and nice, though it’s a bit annoying that I have to constantly look at Jess Middleton.


  


  [09-06 THU 14:41:30]
Damn, was the office always this big? It’s so hard to run into Choo nowadays.


  


  [09-19 WED 13:44:01]
I figured out when Choo usually steps away from his desk and left him a coffee. Of course, fucking Middleton caught me. Worse, I think Choo misunderstood. Probably thinks I was trying to assassinate him.


  


  [10-03 WED 15:01:22]
While taking a smoke break with Walker, I heard a rumor that Tiffany Clark is interested in Choo. That woman supposedly liked me up until last year…


  


  [10-04 THU 17:31:25]
Happened to have coffee with Sally Weiming, so I thought I’d bring up the rumor about Choo. She said, “Sure, Choo’s cute, but flirting with someone else’s man is the kind of thing only a bitch would do.” 


  Honestly, what’s the matter with women? Cute? Him? And “someone else’s man”? Ridiculous.


  


  [10-16 TUE 14:05:51]
Weiming keeps saying Choo’s taken, so we ended up arguing over his so-called ownership. I still think it’s a Catholic rosary ring.


  


  [10-17 WED 11:04:55]
I sent Weiming over to Choo to confirm the truth. She came back saying he has a lover. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck! I hate this world. And I lost $100 on that damn bet.


  


  [10-20 SAT 16:44:23]
I’ve been drinking for four days straight. Feels like I’m becoming an alcoholic.


  


  [10-21 SUN 20:21:16]
There’s no way that robot has a lover. He’s way too cold and mechanical. Him, with a girlfriend…? There’s just no way.


  


  [10-22 MON 09:31:41]
Ambushed Choo on the way to work and asked if he’s really dating someone. He handed me his phone without a word, but the picture he had pulled up was of some male model. 


  I figured he’d opened the wrong file, so I followed him to his desk and kept pressing. He said he’d show me solid proof tomorrow. I hope tomorrow never comes.


  


  [10-23 TUE 09:59:12]
Damn it. Choo brought a photo of himself kissing that model. My heart dropped, but I forced myself to compliment his impressive editing skills.


  


  [10-24 WED 10:16:48]
Someone claiming to be Choo’s lover sent him a flower basket so massive it couldn’t fit through the office door. Everyone rushed to look at it and snap pictures. Heather, who should’ve scolded Choo for causing a massive distraction, was the first to take a selfie with them. 


  A lover? Please. It was obviously staged.


  


  [10-25 THU 09:01:05]
Focusing on work.


  


  [10-26 FRI 11:17:37]
I am not going to think about Choo.


  


  [10-30 TUE 17:24:01]
Heard a rumor that a new female programmer is crushing on Choo. Damn it, Walker, stop feeding me useless information!


  


  [11-05 MON 13:45:52]
What the hell have I been doing this past year?


  


  [11-09 FRI 23:17:08]
I miss him.


  


  [11-11 SUN 02:14:46]
The year-end party is coming up, so I’m thinking of giving Choo a gift. He worked hard this year, so I just want to show my appreciation for him as a teammate. Nothing more.


  


  [11-22 THU 19:41:29]
What’s a good gift between friends? Flowers? A necklace? A ring?


  


  [12-06 THU 22:45:18]
The perfume I ordered arrived. Fresh and crisp, perfect for Choo. I’ve been practicing what to say when I give it to him in front of the mirror every day, but my nerves are killing me.


  


  [12-11 TUE 20:38:12]
Five days until the year-end party. Bought a new suit and tie.


  


  [12-12 WED 21:47:15]
Four days until the year-end party. Suffering from insomnia and indigestion.


  


  [12-13 THU 23:48:51]
One day until the year-end party. Someone just kill me.


  


  [12-14 FRI 23:15:24]
A man claiming to be Choo’s lover came to the party. The moment Choo saw him, he ran over, hugged him, and snuggled against his chest. It was my first time seeing that robot blush.


  Supposedly, the guy’s a graphic designer. Ridiculous. More likely an actor Choo paid for. Still, I ended up shaking his hand and introducing myself. I’ll admit, he played the role of lover alarmingly well, keeping Choo tucked under his arm. For some reason, he squeezed my hand so hard it left a bruise.


  The guy was handsome, a smooth talker, well-dressed, and had a nice voice and a great sense of humor. Whatever. I’ll give him that. Still, I don’t see why everyone made such a fuss. It was unbearable watching all the women fawn over him.


  I spent the whole party downing shots in a corner. Couldn’t even pull out the gift. No way I could hand it over myself, so I went down to the parking lot. Planned to leave the perfume on Choo’s car and go home, but then I saw him leaning against it, making out with his lover.


  I almost didn’t recognize him as he ripped the buttons off the guy’s shirt. His voice was low, husky…something I’d never heard before. They basically stumbled into the car, which started rocking. I just stood there, then walked out of the lot.


  I wish a taxi would run me over.


  


  [12-22 SAT 17:42:39]
On vacation. I really will stop thinking about him now.


  


  [12-23 SUN 10:10:08]
On vacation. Time to quit drinking, too.


  


  [12-25 TUE 19:35:10]
On vacation. Suddenly wondered if Koreans celebrate Christmas, so I texted the only Korean I know. It was just an innocent question. But the reply? Only cuss words. All caps and no spaces.


  


  [12-27 THU 02:41:26]
The actor Choo hired keeps bombarding me with video calls. I’ll have to change my number as soon as my vacation’s over.




  5. Syntax Error


  


  “This flight is bound from London Heathrow to San Diego International Airport. Our estimated arrival time is 11:46 a.m., with a forecasted temperature of 24 degrees Celsius, which is…”


  A woman rushed onto the plane just as the captain’s announcement was reaching its end, a lone figure striding down the narrow central aisle. All the other passengers were already strapped in, with only the flight attendants still bustling about.


  Good thing I booked business class, she thought. Otherwise, I’d be parading all the way to the back.


  The woman swept her sweaty blond hair into a careless knot and slid her carry-on into the overhead bin. As she lowered herself into the seat, her eyes met those of the man beside her.


  East Asian and dressed in a gray silk suit, he had his legs crossed and a notebook balanced in his hand. His composure and the way his fringe was brushed neatly back from his forehead gave him the air of a seasoned businessman, though he was far too striking to pass for an ordinary office worker.


  He dipped his head at her in a polite nod, then returned to his notes. She settled in.


  While he scribbled something with a black fountain pen, the woman stole sidelong glances. A young, successful entrepreneur? The heir to a conglomerate? Or perhaps an actor from Korea or Hong Kong, not yet discovered in Europe?


  The pen slipped from his fingers, rolled across the floor, and tapped against her shoe.


  “Would you mind picking that up?”


  His voice was low, deliberate. She had taken him for a foreigner, but the accent—one only the most upper-crust Englishmen spoke in—left no doubt he was British.


  “Of course.”


  She handed him the pen. His eyes, more brown than black, flicked briefly to hers, then slid away. When he thanked her, his tone was courteous, utterly devoid of interest. It was a shame.


  Bet he’s a rich, second-generation immigrant, fluent in four languages, who went to some posh boarding school and studied economics at Cambridge. Probably a card-carrying member of a bunch of clubs, too. Cricket, riding, yachting, etc. And now he’s commuting to his fancy finance job in the city in style.


  As she fixed her hair, the man slipped his notebook and pen into his briefcase and took out a book. It was a recent novel from a Japanese author that had topped the bestseller lists. It just so happened that the same book was tucked in her own handbag.


  “I’m reading that, too,” she commented, opening her copy to the page she was on. 


  After a brief pause, the man replied in a low voice, “Does the excruciatingly detailed description of the characters’ mental states continue all the way to that point? If so, I may stop reading.”


  “This author is famous for those detailed descriptions. In fact, the section I’m on describes the inner workings of a dog’s mind.”


  “You’ve saved me some time.”


  He closed the book, returned it to his bag, and replaced it with a tablet. Stock charts filled the screen.


  Watching him, the woman realized her earlier guess about his profession might not have been far off.


  “What takes you to California?” she asked casually.


  Without looking up, he answered, “My brother lives there. He’s getting married.”


  “That’s wonderful news.”


  The man’s face remained impassive, but a cold smile tugged at his lips. She found the faint crease between his brows unexpectedly attractive.


  “No, it’s actually the opposite. A long-term commitment like that wouldn’t suit him at all.”


  “So you’re flying out to rescue him from the dreadful custom?”


  “That’s my intention, at least. Whether I’ll succeed or not is another matter.”


  Still focused on his tablet, the man asked where she was headed—though the question sounded like it came less from genuine curiosity and more from ingrained courtesy.


  Still, it was a chance to catch his interest. She smiled.


  “I’m just on a little solo summer holiday. I’ve been so busy lately I haven’t even gotten the chance to see sunlight. Not that London’s cloudy skies helped. A week alone on the beach, just me and the sun… That’s the plan.”


  “Sounds perfect.”


  She had already flaunted her singledom twice, but the man’s response remained perfunctory. Perhaps he was married? The woman checked his left hand, but there was no ring.


  Still, one last try wouldn’t hurt.


  “Funny, isn’t it, both of us escaping dreary London for somewhere sunny on the very same flight. I’m Susan.”


  “Eric.”


  A timeless name for his timeless looks. She offered him her business card. Neurosurgeon. Most people would be impressed.


  He accepted it, then wordlessly drew out a leather wallet from his inner pocket. As he opened the expensive bifold, a photo peeked out. It was one of him with a little girl in his arms.


  He rummaged around, then shrugged apologetically. “I forgot to restock my cards. My apologies.”


  He’s a father?


  She felt a pang of disappointment, but let it pass at once. Expecting a man like him to be single had been far too optimistic.


  “Oh, that’s quite all right. It was a pleasure chatting with you. I’ll try to get some rest now.”


  With a forced smile, she retrieved an eye mask from the back of the seat in front of her.


  


  ***


  


  The man shut his wallet and slipped it back into his jacket. A photograph worked wonders. Unlike a fake wedding ring, it had the advantage of appearing only when he wanted it to. The child in the picture was the four-year-old daughter of a Chinese colleague he’d once worked with. She was probably ten by now.


  The neurosurgeon, who was now facing away from him after putting on her eye mask, was definitely a beautiful, intellectual woman, but he wasn’t interested in the slightest.


  The truth was, the man—Jang Jaehong—had never been attracted to women. At ten years old, while his twin brother had tormented the blond girl in their class just to flirt with her, Jaehong had harbored secret feelings for the Middle Eastern boy next door.


  A by-the-book man by nature, Jaehong was a perfectionist. He was someone who’d graduated with honors at both the long-standing British boarding school he’d attended for high school and the world-renowned university where he’d studied economics—first in his year for the former, and second, the latter. Currently, he worked as a hedge fund manager at one of London’s most important banks. He was meticulous, straight-laced, and always kept to the rules.


  He considered his attraction to men a weakness. Something he couldn’t change, yes, but also a burden to be carried quietly. One he could conceal from everyone else.


  Unsurprisingly, he’d had approximately zero romantic relationships. One-night stands, though? His score was probably in the seven hundreds.


  He often visited busy districts and tourist traps to tumble into bed with strangers. But he never slept with the same person twice, and he’d never revealed his sexual orientation to anyone in his life. Not to his friends, not to his colleagues, and certainly not to his father, who would disown him in a heartbeat if he ever found out.


  There was only one person in the world who knew his secret, and they happened to be…


  “Really? You’re gay?”


  At age seventeen, after his first sexual encounter with a boy in his dorm bathroom, Jaehong had been so crushed by guilt and self-loathing that he’d called his twin back in Korea. But Jaeyoung found Jaehong’s confession amusing.


  “Huh… But what do you want me to do about that? Gotta go. I’m busy.”


  It hadn’t been the reaction Jaehong was expecting, but the indifference had been oddly comforting. And later, when he’d realized Jaeyoung hadn’t breathed a word to their family, he’d come to trust his brother to keep his secret safe.


  Jaeyoung was straight. He was always dating some girl, always bouncing from relationship to relationship, each one never lasting more than six months. Watching his trainwreck of a love life had always given Jaehong a furtive sense of relief.


  But then, seven years ago at their uncle’s funeral, Jaeyoung had gotten a call from his “Baby.” And Jaehong had caught him red-handed.


  It wasn’t like Jaeyoung had introduced them, of course, but the voice on the other end of the phone had been unmistakably male. And the way Jaeyoung had rushed to pack his bags right after the call ended, as if he couldn’t wait to see this person another second, had said it all.


  Jaeyoung had caused plenty of trouble before, but he’d never done anything that would cause him to fall out of favor with their strict, conservative grandfather—until he’d skipped that family event. And so, as Jaehong had managed the fallout, one question had gnawed at him: Just who was that man, and what had he said to make Jaeyoung abandon everything and run?


  Afterward, the years had blurred together as Jaehong buried himself in his career. He’d received two promotions, expanded his wealth by managing portfolios for politicians and actors, published columns in financial papers, and filled his business cards with titles like “Portfolio Manager”and “Financial Analyst.”


  While Jaehong had spent his nights with nameless, faceless men, Jaeyoung had seemed to stay devoted to the lover he endearingly called “Baby.” He’d shared little tidbits of information about him with Jaehong throughout the years. He knew Baby was two years younger than Jaeyoung, a programmer, adorable, and had a gentle, kind personality.


  But any further details? Those were off-limits. Jaeyoung had refused to even show Jaehong a picture of the man. And for the first two years, he’d flat-out turned Jaehong down every single time he’d asked for an introduction.


  “Absolutely not. No way in hell.”


  By the third year, Jaeyoung had begun to offer up absurd excuses instead, perhaps because he knew he was being ridiculous.


  “Who? Oh, him? He’s on a business trip…somewhere.”


  “He’s cleaning his keyboard. Can’t come out.”


  “He’s taking care of our cat.”


  “Busy watering the plants.”


  Eventually, Jaehong had begun to suspect the man simply didn’t exist. But then, right before his eighth summer holiday since he’d graduated from college, he’d stumbled across something that briefly turned his world upside down.


  


  George Mystler @gmystler


  My good friend J is getting married this December. Guess he’ll start bragging about his husband now instead of his lover!


  


  Out of all things, Jaehong had learned his brother was getting married from a post on a Hollywood actor’s social media feed. Jaehong had called him immediately.


  “What’s up?”


  “Are you getting married?”


  “Word’s gotten around already, huh? Just so you know, you’re not invited.”


  “Excuse me…?”


  “I’m kidding. But if you do come…wear a mask so no one can see your face, okay?”


  “Stop messing around. You’re actually getting married?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Don’t tell me…to him?”


  “Who else would it be? Gotta go. Bye.”


  The conversation had left Jaehong baffled.




  He and Jaeyoung were different in almost every way, but they did have one thing in common: They both hated the idea of marriage. It was likely because they’d both been given front-row seats to their parents’ messy divorce.


  It didn’t particularly affect Jaehong, who was perfectly content to just have one-night stands. But Jaeyoung, who had never once been without a girlfriend, had always made his distaste for marriage obvious.


  If either of them ever married, Jaehong had figured it would be himself, since he was much more willing to bow to social convention. Back in school, even when they were equally bored in class, Jaehong had suffered through while Jaeyoung had turned to climbing out the window.


  “You’re getting married? You?”


  Maybe Jaeyoung was slightly better than he was, given Jaehong never slept with the same person twice, but Jaeyoung was still hardly a hopeless romantic. He grew bored with everything quickly, always chasing some new thrill. The fact that he’d managed to stay with the same man for seven years was already absurd. And now he wanted to marry the guy? Spend a lifetime tethered to him like a dog on a leash?


  “Yeah. Same guy for seven years now. Hard to believe, isn’t it?”


  “Is he blackmailing you?” Jaehong had pressed him, more seriously this time. “You can be honest with me.”


  But Jaeyoung had only burst out laughing.


  “Blackmail… Yeah, you could say he’s got me good.”


  The moment Jaehong had heard him admit the truth, the last pieces of the puzzle had finally fallen into place.


  “Let’s meet. I’ll come to you.”


  “Huh? Why?”


  “You’re still living at the same address, right?”


  “You’re actually coming? I’m away on business until tomorrow morning, and the day after, I’m leaving to go on vacation. I’m swamped.”


  “Keep tomorrow afternoon free.”


  “Yeah, yeah. Do whatever you want.”


  The instant he’d hung up, Jaehong had purchased a plane ticket. And now—just as the snoring woman beside him had guessed—he was on his way to rescue his twin. For whatever reason, Jaeyoung had made a catastrophically stupid decision. He needed someone to knock some sense into him.


  But first, Jaehong had to get the facts. What leverage did this mysterious programmer have over his brother? How insidious were his motives? How determined was he to blackmail Jaeyoung? What could Jaehong put on the table to make him walk away?


  If there were any sex tapes involved, that would complicate things, but Jaehong knew a handful of lawyers who were qualified enough to clean up that kind of mess in the blink of an eye.


  “I’ll save you, Jang Jaeyoung,” he muttered to himself, clenching his fist in determination.


  Jaeyoung was the only blood relative he liked, his other half, a dear friend who always kept his secrets.


  He’d do anything to protect him.


  


  ***


  


  Jaehong had arranged to meet his brother halfway between the airport and Jaeyoung’s home. Ultimately, when he entered the address into his phone, the location had turned out to be much closer to Jaeyoung’s place.


  Despite that, however, Jaehong had been sitting around waiting for his twin at a roadside café for nearly an hour. Bathed in sunlight, he’d passed the time writing up three client emails and holding a long call with an insurance executive, ordering not one but two espressos along the way.


  “You know, Mr. Jang,” the executive said on the phone, “I thought you were on vacation… Did I get that wrong?”


  “No, I am on vacation. I just had a bit of spare time.”


  “Ah, of course. You’ve ever been a diligent one. Where have you gone?”


  “The States, West Coast.”


  “You’ll definitely get some sun there.”


  Jaehong was about to reply when Jaeyoung finally arrived. The windows of the car he pulled up in were heavily tinted, but who else would park a cherry-red Ferrari Superfast in such an everyday place?


  “I’ll have to cut this short,” Jaehong said. “If there’s more, please send me an email.”


  “Understood. Enjoy your holiday.”


  He ended the call just as his twin stepped out of the long sports car.


  Even after a year apart, Jaeyoung—dressed in ivory shorts, a white shirt with sleeves rolled to his elbows, and sunglasses that covered half his face—looked almost the same to Jaehong’s eyes. Still, the outfit did seem a little tame…until he looked down and noticed his brother was wearing turquoise loafers.


  Jaeyoung leisurely locked his car with a click of his key fob, then strolled toward Jaehong, expressionless.


  Who does he think he is, a movie star?


  The eyes that had been busy sneaking glances at Jaehong now whipped toward his brother. Jaehong was used to that, though. No matter how alike they looked, people’s attention always gravitated toward Jaeyoung more. Where Jaehong was on the more introverted side, his twin had always basked in people’s attention, gathered it, and used it like a weapon. 


  As children, they’d moved constantly due to the nature of their father’s work, but Jaeyoung had always managed to turn the local kids into his very own little gang, picking up new foreign languages in a number of weeks. Even now, as an adult, he lived in the limelight.


  When Jaehong had heard that Jaeyoung was going to leave Korea to study abroad, he’d thought maybe his twin had decided to keep his head down for a while.


  But no.


  Jaeyoung had walked straight into the public eye when he’d designed the cover of a hip-hop album. The piece of art had featured provocative, symbolic imagery open to endless interpretation—and had been enough to spark public outrage. It had drawn people in like a magnet, spawning countless memes and bouts of criticism. 


  The cover had ultimately been selected as the most problematic artwork of the year. Even major newspapers had joined in the fray, debating whether it was “art or obscenity.” After that came a careless jab from a US politician on social media, fanning the flames worldwide.


  The once-unknown rapper had shot up the Billboard charts, and “J. Jang” had suddenly become the most well-known graphic designer in the world.


  Riding that wave, Jaeyoung had built himself a solo career, taken part in exhibitions, gotten a master’s degree, and joined a branding firm. Now an art director, his portfolio boasted a number of iconic projects, the creation of the visual identities of several major sportswear brands and a rebrand for an NBA team’s logo among them. He was in high demand.


  “You must have nothing better to do with your life,” Jaeyoung said, removing his sunglasses with a cocky swipe. Curious eyes burned into his face, but he ignored them as he dropped into the seat across from Jaehong and yawned.


  “Didn’t sleep well last night?” Jaehong asked.


  “Yeah. I’m dead on my feet. Got back from Copenhagen three hours ago.”


  “Should’ve slept on the plane.”


  “I was busy watching movies.”


  “Maybe we should’ve just met at the airport.”


  “Nah… I stopped at home because I was dying to see something. Wasn’t there, though.”


  Jaeyoung tiredly rubbed the corners of his eyes, then placed his phone, car keys, and a white envelope on the table. After ordering an Americano with heavy ice, he carelessly slid it across the table. 


  On the corner, in truly atrocious handwriting, it read:


  


  [image: A close-up of a handwritten textAI-generated content may be incorrect.]


  


  Jaehong frowned as he opened the envelope. Inside was a white card bearing the names of two grooms, a wedding date, and a map of the venue.


  “How do you already have invitations printed?”


  “Made them two years ago.”


  Jaehong was left speechless. 


  “Yeah, my baby’s very thorough,” Jaeyoung remarked.


  “I thought they’d look a little more…creative.”


  “They weren’t like this at first. Went through twelve revisions.”


  Was he already too late? Jaehong searched his brother’s face but saw no joy, no distaste—only bone-deep exhaustion.


  “You don’t look very excited,” Jaehong carefully observed.


  “Eh… He proposed five years ago, and we’ve been planning for two. Excitement’s long gone,” Jaeyoung drawled, studying his fingernails. A platinum ring, inlaid with tiny diamonds, glinted on his fourth finger.


  So we’ve still got some time.


  Jaehong eyed the date on the invitation. Six months left.


  One of his colleagues had broken off an engagement just two days before the wedding. In fact, even Jaehong himself had a similar story: While he’d been in bed with a random man in Rotterdam, the man’s fiancé had stormed in. As it turned out, the apartment had been meant to be their new home after they were supposed to be married a month later. Jaehong had gotten a VIP view of their messy breakup.


  Just as he was about to properly interrogate Jaeyoung, his brother’s phone rang. Jaeyoung snatched it up, clutching it with both hands and pressing it tight against his ear.


  “Hey, baby. You just get in?”


  Jaehong narrowed his eyes, studying his twin carefully.


  “Really? Looks like we missed each other. Yeah, I’m dead tired… I need you to revive me. Oh, someone asked me to meet up for a bit. You didn’t see my text? You did? Well, it’s a friend you don’t know. Uh-huh. I’m serious.”


  He flicked a glance across the table, then looked back down.


  “No, really. It’s Eric. Yeah, that one. Met him on my Berlin trip last year. The British finance guy.”


  The situation was much worse than Jaehong had imagined. He’d thought Jaeyoung had been joking a while back when he’d made a comment about being “kept on a leash,” but apparently, he’d been dead serious.


  Just what was this mysterious man holding over Jaeyoung’s head to make him act like the guy’s lap dog? And “British finance guy”? Really? It was technically true, but not the most flattering way to describe him, either.


  “Okay. I’ll be back soon. Can’t wait to see you,” Jaeyoung said with a stupid grin. The moment the call ended, he glared at the screen and muttered, “Always so suspicious…”


  When his twin set his phone down, Jaehong snuck a glance at the wallpaper. It was a photo taken at the beach, Jaeyoung’s arms wrapped around his lover from behind, chin resting on his shoulder. The man’s sunglasses hid his face, and Jaeyoung had his torso bundled in a beach towel, leaving only the impression of a lean build.


  “The hell are you staring at?!”


  Jaeyoung snatched the phone away and pressed the power button. 


  Jaehong sat frozen, staring at the black screen. “But we…don’t go to the beach,” he muttered in disbelief.


  Back when they were eight, the two of them had nearly drowned while playing in the ocean. Since then, they’d both developed a severe phobia of water. Jaehong couldn’t even stand sitting in a bathtub.


  “I got over it six years ago,” Jaeyoung said nonchalantly.


  “You went to therapy?”


  “No. I just wanted to see him in swim trunks.”


  Again, Jaehong was left speechless.


  “I even picked up surfing.”


  “Surfing…? On water?”


  “Yeah, genius. Oh, and you ever heard of scuba diving?”


  Jaeyoung yawned, fished something from his pocket, and stuck it in his mouth: an e-cigarette.


  Jaehong stared at him in shock. Just who was this man?


  “Did your lover tell you to stop smoking?”


  “Nah, he’s not that controlling.”


  “Then…why quit?”


  “Eh, I’ve tried a few times now. Probably five times a year, actually.”


  Blinking lazily, Jaeyoung dragged on his e-cig until the drinks arrived.


  A young Hispanic server, barely in his twenties and strikingly attractive, was the one to carry their order over and set their glasses down on the table. Jaehong’s eyes flicked to him instinctively, but he forced himself to look back at his brother. Jaeyoung, however, didn’t even spare the server a glance.




  “So you’ve… You’ve really been with him for seven years?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Without a single breakup?”


  “Nonstop train.”


  “Never feeling any interest in someone else?”


  “Oh, Sangwoo wouldn’t dare.”


  “No, I’m talking about you.”


  Jaeyoung made a face and shuddered. “Of course not. If I cheated, he’d kill me. That or…lock me up in some basement forever.”


  Jaehong forced himself to remain calm and lowered his voice. “Jaeyoung.”


  “What?”


  “Tell me what he’s got on you. I came here to help.”


  Jaeyoung spat his coffee across the table.


  His arm and phone now splattered with liquid, he dabbed them clean. But Jaehong could only watch as his twin did so.


  Strangely, Jaeyoung’s mouth curved into a grin as he finished tidying up his mess. It was as if he thought the whole situation was ridiculous.


  “You came all this way for nothing, then. I was joking about the blackmail stuff.”


  “You…were?”


  “Guess it’s not totally far-fetched.”


  “Then why—?”


  “My heart, idiot. That’s what he’s got on me.”


  Blushing, Jaeyoung took another sip of his coffee.


  For a moment, Jaehong just stared at his brother, wondering if the man sitting across from him was an imposter of some sort. Letting out a long breath, he dragged a hand through his hair even as Jaeyoung’s impatient eyes darted toward his watch.


  A sudden surge of anger and betrayal swelled within Jaehong’s heart. If Jaeyoung wasn’t being blackmailed, then his brother had chosen his fate for himself. Sure, most people drifted into marriage after years of dating, but the Jang Jaeyoung he knew was someone who’d choose to send his whole relationship up in flames rather than be forced into anything.


  “Why him?” Jaehong finally spat.


  “Aw, you’re really gonna make me spell it out?”


  “There has to be a reason. Just help me understand.”


  He still couldn’t believe that Jaeyoung had stayed with one person for so long, let alone actually wanted to marry him.


  Jaeyoung thought for a moment and said, “Eh… He’s pretty. That’s all.”


  Jaehong scoffed incredulously. “So it’s about his looks?”


  “His personality’s a good match with mine, too,” Jaeyoung added nonchalantly. “Hmm, what else… The way he acts, how he thinks, his voice, his tone, his vibe, his eyes, even the way he cleans. He’s just pretty all over. Sometimes I glance over and think, ‘Holy shit, how’d I snatch up such a cutie?’”


  Jaehong blinked at his twin in shock, then hurriedly composed himself. “He’s your first guy, right?” he asked, trying to sound casual. “If you tried dating someone else, maybe you’d feel different.”


  “Actually, no. But anyway, it’s too late.”


  “Too late for what?”


  “I told you, breaking up with him would cost me my life,” Jaeyoung said with a mischievous smile. He took another sip of his coffee, his eyes curving into crescents as he grinned. “You think I’m kidding? Then think again.”


  There was a time Jaehong had admired Jaeyoung for living as he pleased—a free spirit. But that version of him, as daring as a high-risk investor, seemed to have been abandoned in favor of a more cautious, restrained temperament. Jaehong found himself missing the self-assured prick he’d used to know.


  “Are you his first guy?”


  Jaeyoung ignored the question, which Jaehong took as confirmation.


  “So you’ve had the chance to sow your oats. But what about him? Shouldn’t you at least give him a chance to fool around with someone else?”


  Jaeyoung swiftly met his twin’s defiant stare with his own angry eyes. “What the hell’s gotten into you, huh?” he muttered coldly, his sharp gaze carrying an unmistakable warning.


  It was then that Jaehong finally understood why Jaeyoung had kept his lover a secret all this time. A bitter smile crept across his face.


  “Are you really that scared?”


  “I dunno what you mean.”


  “That’s why you never introduced us, right? Because you’re afraid he’ll fall for me?”


  Instead of replying, Jaeyoung shot his twin a frosty glare. Jaehong met it head-on, deliberately provoking.


  “How unnecessary. I wouldn’t mind that at all. Plus, threesomes can be pretty fun.”


  Jaeyoung’s lips twisted into a smirk, but his gaze stayed icy and flat as he let out a huff of disbelief. “I’ll let that slide because you’re family, Jaehong-ah,” he said, slow and threatening. “But there won’t be a second time.”


  “What if I wasn’t family, then?”


  “Breaking news! Famous fund manager sexually harasses man’s fiancé and ends up half dead in the ER.” In that moment, Jaehong had to question Jaeyoung’s sanity.


  “I’m used to making headlines,” Jaeyoung replied, his fierce gaze burning into him. “I’m dead tired, and you’re pissing me off. Tell me why you’re really here.”


  Clearly, Jaeyoung’s patience was starting to wane. Jaehong decided it’d be safer to simply say the truth.


   “To help you break off your engagement.”


  Jaeyoung frowned as Jaehong met his eyes.


  “You have to run before it’s too late, Jaeyoung.”


  “What?”


  “Don’t marry him.”


  “Why?”


  Jaeyoung looked completely dumbfounded—so much so that Jaehong’s next words came out sharp, cynical.


  “You used to say that getting married was like fastening a collar around your neck and handing someone else the leash. I don’t know why you changed your mind, but…do you really think you’d enjoy settling down?Having a domestic lifestyle?”


  Jaeyoung didn’t reply.


  “Don’t be stupid. A wolf doesn’t become a dog just because you clap a leash on it. And you’ve always been a lone wolf, hopping from bed to bed. So do us all a favor. Drop the act and go back to being who you really are.”


  Jaeyoung had been listening solemnly, but around the time Jaehong reached the end of his spiel, he lost it and burst out laughing. It sounded like genuine amusement, not derision.


  “I’m not like you, dude.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Whether I get married or not, I’ve already been fully domesticated. I’m a dog forever now.”


  Jaehong now found himself speechless.


  “Don’t you get it? For the past seven years, I’ve been wearing a collar around my neck with the name ‘Choo Sangwoo’ stamped on it.”


  “That’s why I’m telling you to run now, before it’s too late.”


  “I even got his initials tattooed on me. Wanna see?”


  “No.”


  “C’mon, they’re pretty.”


  “Not interested.”


  Leaning back, Jaeyoung popped his e-cigarette back into his mouth. “Well, even though this is a waste of your time, I’m touched you flew here for me. I’ll take it as a wedding gift.”


  “So I came here for nothing?”


  “Listen. You can’t stop Sangwoo from marrying me. No one can. Even if it was announced that a nuke was gonna drop in five minutes, he’d just grab a stranger to officiate and proceed with the wedding.”


  Jaeyoung tilted his head back, exhaling smoke, as Jaehong stared at him wordlessly.


  It was an unavoidable fact that Jaeyoung had never once expressed a desire to get married. He must have just said yes to the proposal to avoid a blowup with his partner or in an attempt to accommodate the man’s demands or…


  Whatever the reason was, Jaehong wasn’t a fan. So he tried again.


  “Ever wonder why your partner is so obsessed with marriage?”


  “It’s just the way he is.”


  “You’ve never suspected he might be using you?”


  “Using me?”


  “For money, maybe.”


  Jaeyoung snorted, like the idea was so absurd it had never crossed his mind. Digging in his ear lazily with his pinky, he replied, “Nah, he’s loaded. You should see all the money he’s been saving up for the wedding. It’s crazy.”


  Then he yawned wide enough to crack his jaw.


  In Jaehong’s world, marriage was business, a contract. As such, trusting the person on the other side of the negotiating table without a shred of doubt was utterly reckless.


  Until now, Jaehong had thought of his brother as an intelligent man who could see right through others, easily catching on to their ulterior interests and hidden motives. But maybe that version of Jaeyoung had slipped away long ago—Jaehong just hadn’t noticed because they rarely saw each other in person.


  A part of him wanted to yell at Jaeyoung for being so thoughtless. Another part of him wanted to fly right back to London and leave the whole mess behind. But responsibility held him in place.


  “What if I told you I could get your partner to break off your engagement?”


  “You? As if.”


  Jaeyoung’s dismissive response stung Jaehong’s pride. Two students falling for each other in college was a tale as old as time. If this “Sangwoo” had met someone else first, he’d be with them now instead of Jaeyoung.


  Love? Romance? Those were only shallow illusions that crumbled when rattled hard enough.


  “Just set up a meeting between the two of us, and I’ll get it done.”


  Jaeyoung’s “pretty all over” fiancé might have filed down all his edges and turned his brother into a puppy that panted after his heels with blind devotion, but Jaehong was confident he could shatter all of Jaeyoung’s illusions.


  “Also, I want you to stay out of the way,” Jaehong added.


  “What, so you two can play patty-cake?”


  Jaeyoung seemed far too relaxed for the situation, but Jaehong remained sure of himself—and for good reason. This wouldn’t be the first engagement he’d broken up.


  All he had to do was recreate what had happened last time: The bride-to-be had walked in on him and her fiancé doing the deed. Surely that wouldn’t be too hard.


  While it was true that Jaehong had never been in a relationship, he’d long mastered the art of one-night stands. He’d slept with men of all ages, ethnicities, careers, personalities, and levels of intelligence. As a result, no matter who he came across, he knew how to seduce them.


  So what if Jaeyoung and this “Sangwoo” had been dating for seven years? Just from observation, Jaehong could already tell that their relationship was probably stale and stagnant.


  He took a moment to sketch out Jaeyoung’s fiancé in his head: A recent graduate from a prestigious university with a decent face and a white-collar tech job, utterly fixated on Jaeyoung. It wouldn’t exactly be rocket science to figure him out.


  I can’t wait to see that calm facade shatter when he catches his “Baby” cheating.


  A long silence passed, but then Jaeyoung looked Jaehong straight in the eye.


  “You’ve got it all wrong, you know.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “The reason I never introduced you to Sangwoo? It wasn’t because I thought he’d fall for you.”


  It was like he’d read Jaehong’s mind.


  “I just can’t stand him looking at anyone else,” Jaeyoung continued. “And I know he’ll keep staring at you out of sheer curiosity, which will definitely piss me off.”


  Jaehong maintained a skeptical silence.


  “On second thought, though…maybe it’s better to get this over with now than see it play out at the wedding.” Nodding to himself, Jaeyoung asked, still nonchalant, “How long do you need?”


  “What?”


  “I’ll let you see him. Do whatever you want. Bribe, flirt, anything.”


  For a moment, Jaehong doubted his own ears. “You’re serious?”


  Jaeyoung nodded. There wasn’t a trace of humor on his face.


  For some reason Jaehong didn’t understand, he’d been granted permission to wreck his brother’s long-term relationship without consequence. But he didn’t hesitate.


  “I need until midnight tonight.”


  “Damn… Seriously? I haven’t seen him for a whole week, and you wanna hog him all evening?”


  Jaeyoung yawned again.


  “You get two hours. Go wild.”


  “Two…hours? Go wild…?”


  “Take it or leave it.”


  When Jaeyoung started to rise, Jaehong grabbed his arm and forced him back into his chair.


  Two hours to seduce a man who’d been dating his partner, now fiancé, for seven years… It wouldn’t be easy. But it was the only way to remove the blinders from Jaeyoung’s eyes.


  “It’s a deal.”




  “Before you run off with him, I have some conditions,” Jaeyoung said.


  “Such as?”


  “No physical contact. Actually, stay at least two feet away from him at all times.”


  Petty, but workable. Jaehong might not be able to make a move himself, but that just meant he had toseduce Jaeyoung’s fiancé to close the distance between them instead. Something he’d convinced plenty of other men to do with nothing more than a look.


  “Also, you can’t use computers. And no requests to assemble or fix machines.”


  Vague and mildly annoying, but manageable. Jaehong waited for the next rule.


  “Oh, don’t offer him alcohol, either. Don’t pressure Sangwoo into anything he doesn’t want.”


  The entire time Jaeyoung dished out his restrictions, his eyes were sharp, his face glowering.


  So much for “go wild.”


  “Well? You got it, or what?” Jaeyoung snapped.


  “Huh?”


  “If you break even one of those rules, I’ll bury you alive.”


  “Fine.”


  “And this one… It’s for your own good.”


  “Yes?”


  “Don’t underestimate him because he looks cute. Sangwoo used to be an army sergeant, has a black belt, and can run fast. Like…really fast.”


  At last, Jaeyoung picked up his phone. The wallpaper was a photo of a man smiling, tumbler in hand, standing in front of a tent at sunrise.


  Jaehong watched as his twin opened his call log and pressed redial on the most recent number. The ringtone was loud enough to carry across the table.


  Usually, he wasn’t one to eavesdrop, but this time, Jaehong’s curiosity won. He leaned in.


  The line rang three times before someone picked up.


  “Hello.”


  The voice was clipped, faintly annoyed. Jaeyoung seemed unfazed.


  “Sangwoo-ya, something came up. I need to stop by the office for a bit.”


  “What is it?”


  “Looks like Glenn’s project is being reassigned to me at the client’s request. He wants a quick handover before his vacation.”


  Silence stretched. Jaehong lifted his coffee to his lips but kept his eyes on Jaeyoung.


  “If I suspected you thought that up as an excuse to avoid packing…that’d be a stretch, correct?”


  “You could also call it a case of an overactive imagination.” Jaeyoung adjusted his grip on the phone before continuing carefully, “Sangwoo-ya. You know my brother, Jang Jaehong?”


  “Yes. The ‘old fart.’ What did he say this time?”


  “He’s sitting right here listening in, actually. Says he’s on vacation.”


  “Interesting. You said earlier you were meeting Eric.”


  “I know it sounds like I’m making shit up, but I promise he’s here.”


  “I see. What a coincidence.”


  “Hmm… Anyway, I need to go to the office. Can you show him around town?”


  “Really? You’re finally introducing us?”


  The excitement in the voice on the other side of the line made Jaeyoung scowl slightly. His fiancé had clearly been nagging him about meeting Jaehong.


   “Of course,” Jaeyoung replied through gritted teeth. “Since he’s my littlebrother, he’s basically family to you, too.”


  “Why didn’t you let me meet him sooner, then?”


  “Because I didn’t feel like it.”


  “That’s fine. Well, when should I come?”


  The eager voice of Jaeyoung’s fiancé was a stark contrast to his twin’s own visible displeasure.


  “Now,” Jaeyoung said flatly.


  “What? I can’t do that. I need time to get ready.”


  “Get ready? You planning to put on makeup or something?”


  “Well…I need to plan a tour route.”


  Jaeyoung’s frown eased slightly. “Aw, babe… You’re being too considerate. Just take him to a famous statue or something. He’ll be fine.”


  “But can local sightseeing really satisfy a tourist’s grand expectations?”


  “Why not just take him to the same places you took your family when they visited?”


  “I planned that out for five people plus a toddler. Actually, counting you and me, it was seven…”


  “Babe.”


  “Yes?”


  “Jaehong says he’ll handle it. Just get your butt over here.”


  There was a long, weighty silence.


  “Come exactly as you are. Don’t change your clothes. Don’t even comb your hair.”


  “Text me the location.”


  The call ended.


  The brief conversation left Jaehong feeling unsettled. He couldn’t put his finger on why, but something about it had felt off. Jaeyoung’s fiancé had sounded so curt that if his twin hadn’t kept calling him “babe,” Jaehong would have had a hard time believing they were a couple at all. Yet Jaeyoung seemed completely oblivious.


  “So how have you been?” Jaeyoung inquired with a yawn, changing the topic.


  It had taken Jaehong’s brother thirty whole minutes to ask about his well-being. But truthfully, he was used to that sort of treatment.


  “Same as always,” he replied, pulling a tablet from his briefcase.


  Jaeyoung groaned, covering his eyes with his palm. “Unbelievable… I’m surrounded by workaholics.”


  Ignoring him, Jaehong zoomed in on a chart full of numbers and began explaining how he was managing his assets. Jaeyoung nodded off halfway through, only stirring when someone from his company, Glenn, called twice. Even though he’d told his fiancé he absolutely had to stop by the office, Jaeyoung grumbled at the caller for disturbing him on his holiday.


  About forty minutes later, a German-made sedan rolled down the road. Practical, fuel-efficient, and slightly clunky—not exactly the type of car a young person would choose to flaunt. It pulled in neatly behind Jaeyoung’s red sports car.


  Then he stepped out.


  Jaehong had assumed that if Jaeyoung, whom he still thought of as straight, had started dating a man, the guy had to be an absolute stunner and prettier than most women. Jaeyoung’s delight in bragging about how beautiful and adorable his fiancé was had only strengthened this idea.


  But the man who appeared was nothing like Jaehong had imagined.


  Whereas Jaeyoung looked like he’d been dragged out of the fashionable, vibrant heart of the city, his fiancé looked more like he’d stepped out of the library at closing time. He wore beige cotton trousers that hung down to his ankles, paired with a black polo and a digital watch.


  Sure, the guy was neatly groomed and handsome, but he wasn’t striking. His build was slender but not fragile, and there was an oddly composed air about him.


  That’s Jaeyoung’s fiancé…?


  Jaehong had expected a model, but the man before him was closer to an Oxford law student. Confused, he turned to his brother, a question on his parted lips, but Jaeyoung had ditched him long ago. Now standing in front of his fiancé, he reached out and brushed something from the man’s hair before pinching his cheek.


  The two talked briefly, then strolled toward Jaehong. Jaeyoung’s arm was slung casually over the man’s shoulders.


  “This is my bab—”


  “We’ve been over this.”


  “My partner, Choo Sangwoo. We’re getting married at the end of the year!”


  Jaeyoung leaned against his fiancé, stroking his cheek affectionately. Sangwoo didn’t do anything to stop the cheesy display, and a long moment passed before Jaeyoung finally decided to acknowledge Jaehong again.


  “Sangwoo, this is Jang Jaehong.”


  Jaehong’s eyes met Sangwoo’s. Up close, the guy no longer looked quite as ordinary as he had first seemed. He had a slender build and a slim jawline, but he didn’t look easy to handle in the slightest—probably because of his stony eyes, thick brows, and strangely emotionless gaze.


  Contrary to Jaeyoung’s gushing, his fiancé wasn’t exactly what Jaehong would describe as adorable. Actually, he came off as rather cold and composed.


  Sangwoo’s eyes darted away from Jaehong’s, then fixed back on him again, pupils blown wide with surprise. His mouth fell open.


  “This is already starting to get on my nerves,” Jaeyoung muttered, then elbowed Sangwoo. “You’ve been dying to meet him, right? Go on, say hello.”


  “Hello, Jang Jaehong. Nice to meet you,” Sangwoo said, his English heavily accented.


  He must think I can’t speak Korean, Jaehong realized.


  Likely, his brother had told his fiancé that Jaehong’s Korean was atrocious in an attempt to avoid introducing them. To disprove this notion, Jaehong answered in fluent Korean.


  “I’ve heard a lot about you, Mr. Choo Sangwoo. I’m Jang Jaehong.”


  Sangwoo glared at Jaeyoung, who suppressed a grin and whistled innocently as Jaehong pulled out a business card. Sangwoo handed over his in turn: Senior Software Engineer, Sangwoo Choo.


  Unlike many Koreans who lived in the United States, Sangwoo apparently hadn’t chosen to use an English name. It was almost stubborn. And interestingly, his rank and job title suggested more experience—and a higher salary—than Jaehong had pegged him for.


  As he studied the card, he could hear Jaeyoung and Sangwoo whispering to each other across from him.


  “Hyung, so Jaehong and Eric are the same person.”


  “Huh?”


  “Look at his card. Eric Jang.”


  “Oh, right.”


  “You met ‘Eric’ five times without telling me he was your brother. You were hiding it from me deliberately.”


  “Well, uh…”


  “Didn’t you say he was a British financial manager?”


  “I mean, I technically didn’t lie about that.”


  “And that his English is better than his Korean?”


  “That’s true.”


  “Strange. Why do I feel tricked?”


  “It’s just a big misunderstanding, babe… Oh, look at the time!”


  Out of nowhere, Jaeyoung spun his fiancé around, planted a handful of kisses on his cheek and neck, and shoved him forward.


  Sangwoo glanced back over his shoulder, annoyed. “Can’t we go together? Are you really that busy?”


  “Glenn’s insisting I come to the office right now.”


  “Tell him to email you the documents, then take care of it over the phone.”


  “Eh, I’ll let him win just this once.”


  Contrary to what Jaehong had expected, Sangwoo gave in with a sigh.


  “Fine. I’ll be back soon.”


  After brushing a quick kiss over Jaeyoung’s lips, he strode to his car.


  “Passenger seat, please,” he curtly ordered Jaehong.


  Before Jaehong could protest, Sangwoo had already hefted his suitcase up and slid it into the trunk.


  So it begins.


  Jaehong climbed into the car, settling himself on the spotless gray leather upholstered seat. There wasn’t even a stray piece of dust to be found.


  Eyes drifting toward the driver’s side, Jaehong flinched when he spotted a high-resolution photo of Jaeyoung smiling against a snowy mountain backdrop tucked inside a rainbow heart-shaped frame. Around the edges, it read:


  


  F O R E V E R☆L O V E
O N L Y★Y O U


  


  Compared to the rest of the car’s minimal, sleek interior, it stuck out like a sore thumb.




  Sangwoo slid into the driver’s seat and asked, “Is there anything you’d like to see?”


  “Not in particular,” Jaehong replied, tearing his gaze away from the photo of his twin.


  Immediately, his brother’s fiancé plopped a thick travel guidebook in his hands.


  “You have five minutes. Please go through it quickly and pick five places you want to see. I’ll accommodate your wishes as best I can, but we may not make it to all of them.”


  Jaehong flipped to the first page but had barely started reading when a sudden pounding rattled the driver’s side window. Sangwoo ignored it for about ten seconds, then finally gave in and rolled the window down.


  Pressing his body against the car, Jaeyoung leaned in, cupped his hands like a funnel, and whispered something into his fiancé’s ear.


  “Yes. I love you as well,” Sangwoo replied dryly.


  The window rolled back up, Jaeyoung’s face vanishing behind the tinted glass. Only then was the silence inside the car restored.


  But even then, Jaehong found himself unable to concentrate as he flipped through the guidebook his brother’s fiancé had given him. The feeling of Sangwoo’s sharp, relentless gaze drilling into the side of his face made reading impossible.


  After a long moment, Jaehong turned his head—and immediately locked eyes with the man sitting across from him. The intensity of his gaze was so startling that, for a moment, Jaehong thought the guy might lean in and kiss him.


  Being the subject of such a stare wasn’t exactly new to Jaehong, but given it was coming from his brother’s long-time lover, he felt a rush of dark triumph.


  “Mr. Choo.”


  Sangwoo blinked. “Yes…?”


  “Is there something on my face?”


  “No, nothing at all.”


  “Then why are you staring?” Jaehong pressed with a faint smile.


  Sangwoo quickly faced forward again. “You and Jaeyoung look so alike… I couldn’t help myself. If I’ve offended you, I apologize.”


  “I’m not offended in the least.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes.”


  Sangwoo hesitated, eyes flickering back to Jaehong. His lips parted.


  “In that case…may I observe you for one minute?”


  “Go ahead.”


  “Then I’ll begin.”


  Sangwoo unbuckled his seatbelt and rested a hand on the console, shifting boldly forward.


  Jaehong immediately remembered two of his twin’s rules: no physical contact and no getting closer than two feet.


  But Sangwoo had already shattered the second all on his own. He stayed still as Sangwoo’s gaze scanned over his forehead and lingered on his side profile.


  “Wow…,” he murmured.


  Two hours should be more than enough, Jaehong concluded.


  The way Sangwoo had treated Jaeyoung earlier was worlds apart from the way he was looking at Jaehong right now. At this rate, there’d be no need to even wait for the hotel—he could just convince the guy to have a quick romp with him in the car. Send his and Jaeyoung’s wedding plans, two years in the making, up in flames, then off to the airport Jaehong would go.


  Sangwoo’s eyes lingered on Jaehong’s face, dropping from the bridge of his nose to his lips.


  At the other end of that stare, Jaehong swallowed hard. He could count the thick eyelashes on Sangwoo’s eyes. That flawless skin, dark hair and eyes, pale, slender neck, and mole visible beneath the collar of his shirt…


  The guy was sexy without a doubt.


  Jaehong felt curiosity stir. His twin might claim he was with his fiancé because he was pretty, but there were plenty of prettier men out there. And with Jaeyoung’s looks, he could have easily dated an actor or model.


  Clearly, Sangwoo had something else going for him. Charm, wit, or perhaps some kind of hidden talent in bed…


  Suddenly, the charged air evaporated. Sangwoo settled back into his seat, buckling up nonchalantly.


  Jaehong glanced at the clock—exactly one minute had passed.


  “You could have looked for longer.”


  “No. There are still details I would like to confirm, but…” Sangwoo hesitated. “I’m a reasonable individual. I don’t want to make inappropriate requests of my partner’s family.”


  The conversation lapsed, and silence fell.


  Jaehong gazed out the window, stroking his chin. “The weather is nice today. Is it always this clear?”


  “Today’s high is 79 degrees Fahrenheit, slightly above the summer average. No rain has been forecast. Perfect sightseeing weather.”


  “I see.”


  “Even though there is a seven percent chance of showers, most of what I’ve planned is indoors. And I have two umbrellas in the trunk.”


  This was…not the way Jaehong had expected the conversation to go.


  Sangwoo switched on the air conditioner, filling the car with a low hum. Time passed.


  “So I heard you and Jaeyoung met in college,” Jaehong commented, trying to break the silence.


  “Yes.”


  “Was he the one who pursued you?”


  “He was a nuisance at times, but I doubt it was because he was smitten with me.”


  Jaehong had expected that line of conversation to stretch for about ten minutes. Instead, it had lasted all of three seconds.


  “Then I suppose you were the one who fell for him first, Mr. Choo.”


  “No.”


  “Oh…”


  Silence fell again. Jaehong cleared his throat twice, forcing the dialogue onward.


  “So neither of you left a good first impression on the other, then?”


  “Correct. You might compare our meeting to the discovery of antibiotics.”


  “Pardon?”


  “Penicillin. Though at first it seemed like nothing but dirty mold, it turned out to be quite beneficial.”


  Missing his chance to reply, Jaehong gave up and let the conversation die.


  Sangwoo, meanwhile, glanced at his watch and started the engine. “Six minutes have passed,” he announced. “I’ve given you one extra minute to make up for my interruption. Please list the places you’ve chosen.”


  “Huh? Oh…one moment.”


  Jaehong had completely forgotten about the fact that they were going sightseeing. Only now that Sangwoo had reminded him did he glance back down at the guidebook spread across his lap.


  “You truly still haven’t given it any thought? That’s strange. I thought I gave you ample time.”


  Though Sangwoo’s voice carried no hint of reproach, Jaehong felt as caught out as a student who’d come to class without their homework—a position entirely foreign to him. Just his luck, he’d embarrassingly left the guidebook flipped open to the “Children’s Specials” section.


  He hastily leafed through the book, suddenly flustered.


  “Well, given that your upbringing was similar, at least through your young childhood, I guess perhaps your personalities might share certain traits…,” Sangwoo muttered.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Jaeyoungie-hyung rarely completes a task when first asked. He’s too lazy to follow through on time. In that sense, you resemble your brother.”


  “Me? L-lazy? That’s absurd. I was only—”


  “But your responses differ,” Sangwoo cut him off smoothly. “Jaeyoungie-hyung would have argued that selecting where we were to go was my duty as the guide.”


  Jaehong could only watch as his brother’s fiancé plucked the guidebook from his hands and returned it to the car’s center console, bereft of the chance to clear up the humiliating misunderstanding.


  “Saint Mary’s Aquarium, the World War II Memorial, the opera house, and the city observatory. Those are the spots I recommend.”


  It was a route straight out of a high school field trip. At this rate, their two hours together would be completely wasted on stopping at various tourist attractions.


  He has to be joking…right? Jaehong thought, but Sangwoo’s expression remained serious and solemn. It was strange. Though the man was neither domineering nor charismatic, Jaehong kept finding himself swept along in his wake anyway.


   It was past time he took control back.


  Jaehong tilted his lips up into a faint smile. “Forget about the sightseeing. I’d rather see your home, Mr. Choo.”


  Sangwoo froze for about five seconds before saying slowly, “And why is that?”


  “I’m a bit tired.”


  “In that case, you’d be better off getting out of the car now. Traveling further will only tire you more.”


  Of course he’d say that, Jaehong thought with an inward scoff. But honestly, he didn’t mind. If everyone gave in easily, there’d be no fun in the chase. The constant push and pull of power was something he enjoyed.


  The more someone resisted, the higher their value. Conquered, they were just another body, but scheming his way to victory after victory was a challenge he thrived on.


  “I’d really prefer to see your home, Mr. Choo.”


  “My place is thirty minutes from here. If you truly wish to rest, a café, restaurant, park, or hotel would be more logical.”


  “I imagine seeing your room would be far more interesting.”


  His brother’s fiancé didn’t answer immediately, pausing to think for a long moment before responding. “Very well. But to bring a guest into my home, I require my cohabitant’s permission. You’d need a signed statement or audio confirmation from Jaeyoungie-hyung himself.”


  There he was again: Jaeyoung, the ever-present obstacle. The chance he’d agree to let Jaehong visit his and Sangwoo’s home together was approximately zero. Even broaching the topic would result in an immediate rejection—he might even hide Sangwoo away from Jaehong entirely. And that wasn’t an outcome Jaehong was willing to risk.


  Feigning nonchalance, he replied smoothly, “Jaeyoung’s probably working. I don’t want to disturb him. Let’s go to a nearby hotel instead.”


  “Very well. Please fasten your seatbelt.”


  Sangwoo restarted the engine.


  Jaehong, meanwhile, obediently grabbed hold of the seatbelt, feeling unsettled by his companion’s cold, indifferent demeanor. Going to a hotel together usually implied doing something sexual for most people. But this guy seemed totally oblivious.


  “Which hotel are we going to, exactly?” Jaehong asked cautiously.


  “Since you’re unfamiliar with the area, I’ll just choose one and drop you at the lobby.”


  “The lobby? Then you…?”


  “I’ll be returning home.”


  It seemed his suspicions had been correct. And given there wasn’t the slightest hint of humor in Sangwoo’s face, this wasn’t him engaging in some kind of playful deflection. No—he was entirely unaware of Jaehong’s intentions.


  “Don’t worry,” Sangwoo added, as if sensing Jaehong’s gaze. “I’m taking you to a five-star hotel. I assure you you’ll be comfortable.”


  “That’s…not the point. Why don’t you stay and hang out for a while? At least have coffee with me in the room?”


  “No, thank you. I already have a brand of coffee I enjoy.”


  Bloody hell…


  Dumbfounded, Jaehong was left unsure of what to say next. Either the man sitting next to him utterly lacked the ability to read between the lines, or he was deliberately ignoring Jaehong’s advances. Neither was ideal, though the latter was marginally better. But unfortunately, judging by his expression and the words they’d exchanged so far, the former seemed more likely.


  Even now, Sangwoo’s eyes flicked to Jaehong’s seatbelt, as if urging him to buckle up. It was obvious that if they went to the hotel, he would find himself dumped outside the lobby and abandoned without a second glance.


  There was only one option that still plausibly led to success. Jaehong gave in and took it.


  “Let’s go to those tourist spots you mentioned, then.”


  Sangwoo’s face remained emotionless as he placed his hands on the steering wheel. “We’re running short on time, so please hurry and fasten your seatbelt. We won’t get to see everything, but I’ll do my best.”


  The car pulled away, leaving Jaehong’s plan—now disintegrated into a million tiny pieces—stuck to the pavement.




  What about this man is supposed to be sweet or adorable, exactly? Jaehong wondered.


  When he’d imagined Jaeyoung falling for someone, he’d pictured some sly, teasing fox of a man who could make anyone melt with a smile. But Sangwoo…he was more akin to a talking refrigerator.


  Jaehong turned his eyes reluctantly to the window. Still, the shock refused to fade. 


  Reserved or curt didn’t even begin to cover Sangwoo’s behavior. He seemed unnaturally focused, almost completely oblivious to social norms…


  Just like a machine.


  For a moment, Jaehong let himself sink beneath a wave of resignation, but he quickly shook it off and forced his head back above water. He might not be as single-minded as Sangwoo, but he had his own stubborn streak. Once he set a goal for himself, he didn’t stop until he’d achieved it.


  As Jaehong continued to stare at the scenery outside the car, Sangwoo proceeded to steadily steer them onto a bridge and launch into a monologue of various factoids about it. Voice as flat and steady as a documentary narrator’s, he listed out how long the drawbridge had taken to build, its length, annual traffic, and even maximum load. 


  Jaehong didn’t comment, but this only prompted Sangwoo to move on to detailing info about the nearby parliament building instead, including when it had been built, how long construction had taken, and how many years it had been in use.


  Jaehong realized, with a sinking feeling, that he’d gotten himself trapped on the world’s most meticulously planned guided tour. At this rate, he wouldn’t accomplish anything he’d been planning.


  Waiting until there was a brief pause in Sangwoo’s robotic rambling, Jaehong jumped in, making a quick attempt at conversation.


  “So you’re getting married?”


  “Yes.”


  “Congratulations in advance.”


  Sangwoo simply nodded. His indifference made it clear that he didn’t adore Jaeyoung in the slightest. 


  Jaehong’s lips curled into a cold smile as he continued to speak. “You know, they say marriage is the grave of romance.”


  “Yes. I think it’s quite the persuasive metaphor.”


  “Oh? In what sense?”


  “Well, one stage has to end before another can begin. Even insects go through metamorphosis.” Sangwoo glanced at Jaehong’s face and added dryly, “Ah, since you and Jaeyoung seem to be on a similar intellectual level, perhaps I should define that for you. Meta-mor-pho-sis is how insects change form as they grow.”


  This conversation’s a lost cause, Jaehong thought helplessly. He decided to move on.


  “How long until the wedding?”


  “One hundred and seventy-five days.”


  “That’s quite a while. Enough time for things to change, wouldn’t you say?”


  “Absolutely,” Sangwoo said, earnestly nodding along to Jaehong’s biting words. “There’s still far too much time left before we sign the marriage papers. It’s excruciating. I’m doing everything I can to rule out any possible variables.” 


  Was he truly completely clueless or pretending to be? It was hard to tell. 


  After a brief silence, Sangwoo let out a small sigh and continued, “Living as Jaeyoung’s boyfriend for eighty-one months hasn’t been easy. I doubt I’ll be able to relax even after I become his husband.”


  “Well, he does have a tendency to get distracted. I’m sorry you’ve had to put up with it. Personally, I doubt such a nasty habit will disappear just because he has a ring on his finger—”


  “Distracted?”


  Sangwoo tilted his head slightly in confusion. Then he said slowly, dragging out each syllable in a clear attempt to be considerate, “I heard you lived in England for a long time, so you’re more comfortable with English than Korean. Should I switch?”


  “Ah… There’s no need. Korean is my native language.”


  “I see.”


  Sangwoo drove in silence for a while after that. But when the car stopped at a red light, he spoke again.


  “You must have misunderstood what I was saying, then. I wasn’t referring to infidelity. I was talking about the negative influence the existence of certain legal options can have on a marriage.”


  Afraid that Sangwoo would treat him like a dumb foreigner again, Jaehong tried to think up what he was referring to fast, but this time, he genuinely had no idea what the guy meant. He was left with no other choice but to ask, “What kind of legal options, exactly?”


  Sangwoo hesitated a moment, his face stiff. Then he lowered his voice ominously. “I don’t truly believe you can speak things into existence, but still…I’d rather not say out loud. The word I’m thinking of starts with an ‘ee’ in Korean. In English, it starts with a ‘d.’ If not for it, I could establish my ownership over him completely. It’s quite unfortunate.”


  “Ah, I see! You mean divor—”


  “Don’t say it!” Sangwoo snapped. “As I said, I don’t believe in superstitions…but just in case.”


  That was enough to make Jaehong truly worried for his twin. There was a strange gleam in Sangwoo’s dark eyes, and Jaehong couldn’t help but notice the guy had only ever described his brother as “useful” rather than something like “lovely” or even “adorable” as he’d ranted about his obsession with marriage. 


  That said, there was only one thing that Sangwoo could be interested in establishing his ownership over completely: Jaeyoung’s wealth. 


  No way was Jaehong letting his brother fall victim to some greedy gold digger. But twenty-two minutes of his two hours had already slipped by, and he still hadn’t made any real progress. 


  While Sangwoo pointed out a riverside café once frequented by a now-famous poet, Jaehong only half listened, quietly revising his strategy. First, he needed to find a weakness in their relationship and dig in from there.


  “You seem to be getting along with Jaeyoung fairly well,” he commented.


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “Well, longtime couples often find themselves arguing frequently or losing interest in each other to the point where they don’t even bicker anymore. And then, when they’re engaged and marriage is right on the horizon, they end up breaking things off…”


  Sangwoo flinched violently at Jaehong’s pointed words. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t use the b-word. But to be clear, I don’t believe conflicts between lovers are a sign that is about to happen. They’re a positive process where two people strengthen their relationship by working to mesh personal views and opposing opinions.”


  “Sounds like you and Jaeyoung bicker frequently.”


  “No. We frequently work to align our opinions and strengthen our bond.”


  Sangwoo’s words hinted at something—something Jaehong caught on to right away. Though Jaeyoung had claimed their personalities clicked together like two puzzle pieces, it sounded like Sangwoo didn’t quite agree.


  “What kinds of topics do you two usually ‘align opinions’ on?” Jaehong prompted.


  “Lately, we’ve been disagreeing on which venue we want for the wedding, the number of guests we should invite, the order we should have the ceremony in, who we want to cater, the designs of our wedding tuxedos, and which songs should make up the music selection.”


  “Sounds like your tastes don’t match at all.”


  “Indeed. There is no issue with that, however. When negotiations get difficult, you can always leave the decisions up to probability.”


  “You mean…you two draw lots or something?”


  “No. Rock-paper-scissors. But Hyung has been busy lately, so for smaller decisions, I just go ahead and make them myself.”


  There was another clue. They didn’t spend much time together.


  “What a shame. I suppose work’s gotten busier for him since his salary went up last year.”


  “Yes. Sometimes I miss the period of time when he was doing his master’s and was free to slack off whenever he pleased. I used to find it annoying when he’d whine every morning about not wanting me to go to work or pester me every evening to hang out, but…”


  “Jaeyoung does have quite the childish side.”


  “You’d know, being his family and all. He’s always keeping me up at night, making me laugh until my stomach aches, hiding my boxers, faking being sick so I’ll spoon-feed him, and distracting me when I try to leave for work… And that’s barely scratching the surface. He’ll also call me from random numbers as a prank, send ridiculously over-the-top flower baskets, show up at my office unannounced, come up with a treasure hunt and hide notes all over the house, spray-paint ‘I love you’ on the wall, and jump out of the closet to scare me. He thinks it’s all romantic, but his pranks can get to be a little much.”


  At first, Jaehong thought he was listening to his twin’s fiancé griping about him, but he soon realized Sangwoo was actually bragging. He scoffed inwardly.


  “Those are some serious flaws,” Jaehong snapped, the words coming out sharp and sarcastic. “You know, most couples fight over personality differences, alcoholism, violent tendencies, or lack of sex in their relationships.”


  Suddenly, Sangwoo’s face visibly fell. 


  There it was: his third clue. As was common in most long-term relationships, their intimate life must have become basically nonexistent over time.


  Perfect. I’ll just tempt him with physical pleasure.


  After seven years together, Sangwoo and Jaeyoung were practically married already. It wouldn’t be surprising if they’d failed to harbor even the smallest spark of desire for each other. 


  Jaehong decided to run a little experiment.


  “It’s getting a bit hot in here,” he murmured, purposely deepening his voice as he tugged off his jacket.


  When the perfectly tailored white shirt he was wearing underneath came into view, Sangwoo’s gaze jerked to look at Jaehong without realizing it, but he tore it away. Though he was facing the road once again, his unease was obvious.


  Smirking, Jaehong proceeded to unbutton his cuffs and roll them up to his elbows. Next, he loosened his tie slightly and slipped the top two buttons of his shirt free, exposing the tendons in his neck and a glimpse of his toned chest—a look many of his previous flings had described as sexy. 


  Normally, he wouldn’t stoop to something so crass, but today was an exception.


  The car’s touchscreen let out ding after ding as Sangwoo navigated the menu and adjusted something. Then he turned to Jaehong, speaking carefully like a man trying not to provoke a dangerous wild animal. 


  “I’ve set the AC to the lowest temperature. Please settle down now.”


  Indeed, the dashboard read 60°F.


  Jaehong blinked. “Thank you.”


  At a loss, he buttoned his shirt back up. Was Sangwoo really that dense? Or were his defenses just truly unassailable?


  As a rule, Jaehong usually had three or four one-night stands a month. This meant he’d encountered all kinds of different characters, from proud men to haughty men, married men, fickle men, and so on. But none of them had been quite as bizarre as his twin’s fiancé. None of them were even really comparable. The closest match he could think of was a straight man he’d run into that had wandered inside a gay bar by mistake.


  Things aren’t looking good for me, Jaehong thought grimly. So far, Sangwoo’s impression of him seemed to be that he was an indecisive idiot who overheated easily and spoke terrible Korean.


  Still, one thing was certain: Sangwoo was attracted to him physically. Regardless of whether that was because he resembled Jaeyoung or not, it was the only angle left for him to exploit.


  While Jaehong sat in silence, lost in thought, the car pulled up to the aquarium. Sangwoo parked smoothly, grabbed his camera bag from the back seat, slung it over his shoulder, and stepped out of the car without a word. 


  By the time Jaehong followed, he was already several paces behind. He only caught up with Sangwoo at the ticket booth.


  “You drove all the way here, so let me cover the entrance fee,” Jaehong said, pulling out his wallet.


  “No need. Put that away.”


  “No, I insis—”


  “If you’re that eager to spend money, you can bring your brother and me a generous wedding gift in a hundred and seventy-five days instead.”


  Jaehong couldn’t think of a comeback. Once again, he found himself beaten.




  Sangwoo used both a local discount and a mobile coupon at the aquarium’s ticket booth, managing to get two passes at half price.


  Inside, the walls and ceiling morphed into a tunnel of glass and water. It was clearly a popular spot, and being the weekend, the place was packed with children.


  Jaehong draped his jacket over his arm and pretended to admire the tanks, which he frankly couldn’t care less about. However, he’d barely taken a few steps when he felt Sangwoo’s gaze brush over his neck and the side of his face.


  In the car, Sangwoo had tried his best to act indifferent, but now, his twin’s fiancé couldn’t seem to stop sneaking hungry glances in his direction.


  Jaehong slipped his hands into his pockets and pretended not to notice.


  He’d met plenty of men before who’d tried to reject him for various reasons: a wife, a boyfriend. In the end, though, it never mattered. Once lust took hold, reason went out the window.


  Cheating on your longtime lover with his twin brother wasn’t all that different. That was the funny thing about desire. Even in the face of an upcoming wedding, self-restraint meant nothing.


  That said, seducing Sangwoo in their present location was out of the question. Surrounded by children as they were, the atmosphere was as family friendly as you could get.


  Instead, Jaehong decided to use the setting to win Sangwoo over—or at least gain his trust.


  Just then, Sangwoo pulled out a camera with a lens so long it could double as a blunt weapon. He began photographing the fish.


  “Are you into photography?” Jaehong asked casually.


  “Yes.”


  “That’s a neat hobby.”


  “Thank you. I enjoy it because it feels like I can trap an irreversible moment in 2D.”


  “I see what you mean. Photography is one of humanity’s most effective attempts to conquer time, after all.”


  Whereas once he’d been caught off guard by Sangwoo’s stiff, academic tone, Jaehong found he’d gotten used to it. He could even mimic it with ease.


  Sangwoo seemed pleased by the response. He nodded before saying quietly, “Exactly. A subject’s appearance changes microscopically from one moment to the next, even within a single hour. However, by fixing an image onto a flat surface, you get the illusion of capturing that exact moment for yourself. It’s an imperfect method, but since physics tells us time travel is impossible, we unfortunately have no choice but to cling to it.”


  Sangwoo looked fondly at his camera, then lifted it again to take more shots of the fish.


  Jaehong murmured, as if testing him, “We can’t go back to the past—a simple but universal truth. That’s why it’s better to live in the moment, isn’t it? To make the choice that pulls you in the very instant it pops into your mind.”


  He let the suggestive words linger and gave Sangwoo a suggestive look, but his brother’s fiancé only frowned, as if puzzled.


  “Is Korean difficult for you? You can speak in English if that’s easier.”


  For the umpteenth time, Jaehong found himself speechless.


  Sangwoo kept snapping pictures for a while, then stopped at the end of a large tank to check his camera. From the quick glance Jaehong got at the images he’d taken, he didn’t seem particularly skilled. Even to someone who knew nothing about photography, the compositions looked sloppy, barely better than what a phone could do.


  Hiding his real thoughts, Jaehong put on an admiring tone. “Hmm… Very impressive.”


  “Thank you. I’ve been doing it for seven years now.”


  “I’ve always wanted to learn. Would you be willing to teach me?”


  “How to take pictures?”


  “Yes.”


  Sangwoo readily agreed.


  For once, their interaction seemed to be going just as Jaehong had planned. Nine times out of ten, if you said something about wanting to learn how to take photos, people would hand their cameras over and tell you to take a shot. And once he was holding that device, he would have essentially gotten himself halfway to his goal.


  But…Sangwoo’s firm grip on his camera didn’t loosen. He didn’t appear to have any intention of letting Jaehong hold it.


  “This model is a single-lens reflex camera,” he began. “Light passes through the lens, is split by a prism system, and projects onto the viewfinder. It doesn’t use film. It converts light into electrical signals through a CMOS sensor.”


  Jaehong nodded, skillfully feigning interest, and the lecture continued.


  “Do you see how the lens captures the image in front of it?”


  “Yes.”


  “It passes through the internal RGB filter to form the image on the sensor. This protruding part is the pentaprism, which corrects the inverted image through refraction so the user sees it upright in the viewfinder. That’s why it’s called a reflex camera.”


  Fuuuck.


  There was no way he could stop Sangwoo’s lesson now. He’d explicitlyasked for it.


  If I’d known he was going to lecture me for eleven minutes straight, I wouldn’t have even looked at that damn camera.


  “Let’s check your comprehension. What function does this part of the camera serve?”


  “It’s used to focus manually on the subject.”


  “And the term for it?”


  “The focus ring.”


  “Can you explain the difference between contrast autofocus and phase detection autofocus?”


  “Contrast AF prioritizes accuracy. Phase detection AF is faster. Your camera uses a hybrid autofocus system combining both.”


  “Very good.”


  What am I, a kindergartner? Jaehong grumbled internally, unsure whether he should feel proud or embarrassed. After so much aloofness and criticism, even a bland word of approval felt like something to be savored. And, as minimal as it was, the praise was the only thing he’d managed to successfully achieve the entire day.


  He gave Sangwoo an easy grin and replied, “I couldn’t have remembered that much without your clear, concise explanations.”


  “That’s true. I’m glad you catch on quickly.”


  Sangwoo smiled back at him, his eyes—previously emotionless—curving softly as his lids descended partially over his pupils.


  It was just a small movement of facial muscles, but the atmosphere around the guy changed completely. There was something almost boyish about that smile.


  “Yeah, my boyfriend’s fucking adorable.”


  Maybe Jaeyoung hadn’t been exaggerating, after all.


  The change was short-lived, however. In the space of a moment, Sangwoo’s usual impassive expression had returned.


  “What I just explained was only a general overview of this particular camera’s mechanisms. And remember, the operating principles vary slightly by model.”


  “Understood.”


  “Consistent research is key to becoming a skilled photographer. If you’d like, I can ask Jaeyoung to send you some helpful photography lecture links.”


  “That would be wonderful.”


  Even now, after struggling through Sangwoo’s full camera crash course, the man still didn’t want to send over the damn links himself. It just had to be through Jaeyoung. Still, it did seem like he’d gotten at least marginally closer to his brother’s eccentric fiancé.


  Jaehong extended his hand slightly and said in a low voice, “Well, since I’ve learned the theory…shouldn’t we move on to practice?”


  Sangwoo shielded his camera with his arms as if Jaehong might break it. “You’re not quite ready for hands-on experience yet. I’ll show you a proper example first.”


  So much for thinking they’d gotten closer.


  Carefully slipping the camera back into his bag, Sangwoo took out his phone, scrolled for a while through his gallery, and finally picked a photo.


  A dimly lit desert stretched behind an SUV convertible. A man in a headscarf sat behind the wheel, smiling. The horizon was tilted, the focus off—but the subject’s smile seemed to cast the whole picture in a sunny glow.


  I didn’t realize Jaeyoung could smile that brightly.


  “I dropped the camera right after taking this one,” Sangwoo said, suddenly growing talkative. “A sandstorm hit out of nowhere. The camera broke, and sand got everywhere…but at least I managed to save this photo.”


  What exactly does he want me to say?


  Jaehong forced a crooked smile. He didn’t care why they’d gone to the desert, why Jaeyoung was smiling like something incredible had happened, or why Sangwoo seemed so keen to show off the picture. But he swallowed the urge to sneer and changed the subject.


  “You seem to enjoy traveling,” Jaehong observed.


  “I do. The same subject looks different depending on the backdrop.”


  “True, true. Any plans for your next trip?”


  “We’re going to the Arctic Circle in Canada.”


  “To see the aurora borealis?”


  “Yes, and possibly to snowboard. We went there four years ago as well, but the weather ruined our chance to skygaze. Jaeyoung really wants to catch the aurora borealis this time.”


  Sangwoo spoke with the disinterest of someone being dragged along out of obligation. Clearly, he was getting fed up with this long-term relationship he had with Jaeyoung.


  Jaehong jumped on the opening.


  “I never understood the fuss about a bunch of lights in the sky,” he commented. “You could do something far more meaningful with that time and money.”


  Sangwoo hummed softly. “I used to think the same way.”


  “Really?”


  “Seven years ago, I’d have said people were ridiculous for getting excited over charged particles colliding with the atmosphere and making air molecules glow.”


  Seven years ago… That would’ve been before he and Jaeyoung had met.


  “And now?”


  “Now…I just hope it’s oxygen, not nitrogen or neon, that gets ionized in the solar wind. Red suits Jaeyoung best.”


  That familiar disgust stirred inside Jaehong again.


  This man took photos of Jaeyoung because he wanted to own fragments of him. Traveled the world just to see Jaeyoung against new backdrops. Hoped the aurora would shine red because the color complemented Jaeyoung.


  No matter how aloof he seemed or how mechanically he spoke, when you listed out the facts like that, there was no coming to any other conclusion.


  I suppose he isn’t marrying for money, after all…


  Maybe it was because Jaehong was used to purely physical relationships—or because he’d seen too many couples torn apart by money—but just imagining that what his brother and this man had together might actually be love made his stomach twist.


  “Mr. Choo.”


  “Yes?”


  “This memorial park we’re going to later, what kind of place is it?”


  “It’s an educational site. You can learn about the history of war and the importance of peace.”


  “Sounds dull. I’d rather go somewhere quiet where we can talk alone.”


  Sangwoo, who had been examining some cuttlefish swimming in the aquarium tank, turned toward Jaehong with a puzzled look.


  Jaehong met his eyes evenly. “Why don’t we take this somewhere else?” he said, more firmly this time. “I think we’ve seen enough.”


  “But we’re just getting to the best part.”  Sangwoo gestured toward a sign that read Camouflage: Masters of Disguise.


  Jaehong’s eyes, however, were fixed on the poster above it.


  


  Romantic Skyline Dinner, 10% off! Enjoy the beautiful 15th-floor view with your loved one.


  


  With fifty-eight unproductive minutes down the toilet, he couldn’t afford to waste any more.


  Spotting an elevator nearby, Jaehong headed over and pressed the button with one hand while he left the other tucked in his pocket.


  “Where are you going?”


  “The fifteenth floor.”


  “That’s the restaurant. Are you hungry?”


  “Like I said, I’d like to talk somewhere quiet, Mr. Choo.”


  “I suppose we can go, if you insist… But I already have a plan laid out for us, just so you know.”


  Sangwoo checked his watch, clearly annoyed, but Jaehong acted as though he hadn’t heard a thing.




  A short time later, the elevator arrived, and the two of them stepped inside.


  Jaehong pressed the button for the fifteenth-floor lounge and leaned against the wall, while Sangwoo stood facing the doors.


  He looks perfectly normal on the outside…,Jaehong mused.


  Moreover, when silent, the man was also quite pleasant to look at. Even without much sense for fashion, he had the kind of face that looked handsome regardless of effort. The gentle slope from his forehead to his brow and the refined line of his nose gave him a youthfulness that belied his age, while his slender, pale neck looked almost sensual. Jaehong got the urge to wrap his hand around it, just to see how it felt.


  “Are you studying me?” Sangwoo asked quietly, still facing forward.


  Finally, the mood’s shifting.


  “Yes,” Jaehong answered smoothly. “I can’t seem to take my eyes off you.”


  “And why is that?”


  “Am I not allowed to look? Personally, I think dashing men like you should be free for the public to examine.”


  A faint smirk tugged at Sangwoo’s lips as he turned slightly toward Jaehong. “I didn’t expect a financial analyst like you to make such a cheesy joke.”


  Their eyes met. It was the moment Jaehong had been waiting for, one that wouldn’t come again.


  He stepped closer, his gaze locking on Sangwoo’s. His voice dropped low. “Do I look like Jaeyoung?”


  “Of course you do. You’re identical twins.”


  “But there are plenty of areas where we differ.”


  Sangwoo’s brows knit slightly. His eyes drifted from Jaehong’s hair down his neck, over his chest and waist, and finally to his shoes.


  “Where did you purchase your shirt?” he finally asked.


  “It’s custom.”


  “That’s a shame. I was thinking of buying one for Hyung.”


  Who thinks about their boyfriend when another man is flirting with them?


  The man was impossible to make sense of.


  Sangwoo lifted his gaze from Jaehong’s shoulder and met his eyes again. “Jaeyoungie-hyung doesn’t wear suits often, but when he does, he styles them differently. He thinks the classic look is boring.”


  “I see.”


  “If he had been dressed like you…I might have pounced on him.”


  Before Jaehong managed to form a reply, the doors of the elevator opened, and Sangwoo instantly stepped out.


  He’d tossed out that comment as casually as though he’d been commenting on the weather.


  So that quiet, polite exterior is hiding something far wilder underneath, Jaehong realized.Finally, his brother’s smitten attitude was starting to make sense.


  


  The restaurant turned out to be quite pleasant. It was a bit late to be going out to lunch and too early for dinner, but it was still a much better setting for what Jaehong had in mind than a war memorial.


  They took a window seat draped with a white tablecloth, and a waiter soon brought them hardcover menus.


  Jaehong skimmed the wine list, made his choice, and slid the menu across the table. “What would you like? My treat this time.”


  “I’m fine.”


  “Not even a light snack?”


  “I have dinner plans with Jaeyoungie-hyung later.”


  There it was again: Jaeyoungie-hyung. The nickname grated his nerves, but Jaehong masked his irritation with an easy smile. He closed the menu and ordered a cheese platter with a bottle of white French wine.


  For a long while, neither of them spoke. Sangwoo sat with his arms crossed, looking out the window. Jaehong tried to think of something to talk about while stealing glances at his body.


  Sangwoo’s black polo shirt fit snugly over his straight shoulders, and the long arms extending from its sleeves were lean and toned. Then there were his fingers—rough, knuckles pronounced—and one bore a ring identical to the one Jaeyoung wore. Faint, pale scars traced across his right hand.


  “What happened to your hand?” Jaehong asked curiously.


  Sangwoo glanced down, then back out the window. “I keep an animal at home.”


  Judging by the scratches, it was probably a cat. Sensing the perfect chance to soften the mood a little, Jaehong pushed a little further.


  “A cat, I’m assuming? What breed?”


  “Domestic cats, unlike dogs, don’t have much of a breeding history. Therefore, classification isn’t very meaningful. But if you must ask, mine is a mixed breed.”


  “Labels are meaningless anyway. As long as they’re healthy, that’s what matters.”


  “When Jaeyoungie-hyung found him, he had parasites and feline panleukopenia. He almost died. But he’s healthy now.”


  “I see. What’s his name?”


  “His full name’s Visual Basic. Jaeyoungie-hyung calls him V.B.”


  “That’s…unusual.”


  “He wanted the name to sound familiar to me, which is why he used a term that is related to my line of work. Unfortunately, his plan did not work.”


  Realizing he’d steered the conversation in the wrong direction, Jaehong hastily shifted topics.


  “I’m not particularly a cat person, either. They’re very different from dogs. They aren’t the sort of animals you can really bring to heel.”


  Sangwoo frowned. “Agreed. They don’t respect the person who feeds and cleans up after them and sometimes even try to hunt them instead. I don’t know if it’s stupidity or malice, but regardless, it’s a serious problem.”


  “I’ve never had a cat, but my father liked dogs, so we always had one or two at home.”


  “I know. Lucy and Tan. A Labrador Retriever and a German Shepherd. You raised them in France until you were nine. I heard you cried a lot when you parted.”


  Sounds like Jaeyoung really tells him every little detail…


  Jaehong recalled the large dogs of his childhood. When his father’s post had changed, he had handed them over to the incoming consul. The day he’d had to part with them, Jaehong had cried all night as Jaeyoung had muttered in his sleep.


  “Then there was Mir, a Samoyed. You raised him in Hong Kong for two years.”


  “That’s correct. I insisted on taking him to England with me.”


  Around that time, their parents had divorced. Jaeyoung had returned to Korea with their mother, while Jaehong had stayed in England under their father’s care.


  For once, the conversation seemed to be flowing normally. Jaehong seized the momentum to bring up a few more stories about dogs.


  “One of my college classmates would bark whenever he drank.”


  “I see.”


  “He was a man, but I suppose he barked more like a female dog. When he got drunk, it always attracted male dogs in heat, which gave the neighbors a hard time.”


  Sangwoo didn’t laugh or frown. He simply waited for Jaehong to finish, then nodded.


  “Thank you for sharing. If it’s okay, may we return to the topic of your childhood?”


  Jaehong blinked. “I…suppose?”


  “Jaeyoungie-hyung was popular with girls when he was young, wasn’t he?”


  Ah, so he wants to gossip about Jaeyoung.


  Jaehong responded curtly, “I was more popular.”


  “I appreciate you trying to joke with me, but I know that cannot be true.”


  Struck silent, Jaehong could only stare at Sangwoo as the man continued his line of questioning.


  “The first girlfriend Jaeyoungie-hyung had at age ten, Amelie… You must have seen her.”


  “Sure, I guess.”


  “What was she like?”


  “Not particularly smart, as I recall.”


  “Hyung brags to everyone that I’m his first love. He claims he practiced how to be a good boyfriend for seventeen years just to win me over. It’s nonsense, don’t you think?”


  What does he even want me to say to that? Jaehong thought, exasperated but forcing himself not to scowl.


  As for Sangwoo, he looked more excited than he had all day. He shot off question after question:


  Was Jaeyoungie-hyung good at basketball even as a kid? Did he ever raise his hand to answer a question in class? When did he start drawing? Did he respect his elders? What was his exact height and weight when he entered elementary school?


  But Jaehong couldn’t answer a single one properly. He barely remembered his own childhood, and he and Jaeyoung hadn’t spent much time together as kids. They had been—and still were—too different.


  “If you have any photos or drawings of Jaeyoungie-hyung from back then, please scan them and send them to me. I’ll pay. Originals are even better.”


  “I don’t have anything like that.”


  “A diary, homework, letters… Anything works.”


  “Seriously, I’ve got absolutely nothing.”


  From what he’d heard over the phone, Jaehong had assumed Jaeyoung and Sangwoo were stuck in a boring, loveless relationship, one small nudge away from collapse. But he had been mistaken. This man wasn’t just head over heels in love—he was bordering on obsessive.


  “I wonder what’s written in his school record. I’m sure all his teachers adored him.”


  “I doubt it. He was a bit of a problem child.”


  “Do not try to trick me. I don’t appreciate it.”


  “No, you’re seriously mistaken. Jaeyoung was not adorable, charming, or lovable at all as a child. He was a mischievous little brat.”


  “It sounds like you were very jealous of your twin.”


  Just then, the waiter arrived with the wine and food, saving Jaehong from having to respond.


  The waiter poured wine into Jaehong’s glass and looked at Sangwoo for permission to fill his as well, but he declined.


  Perfect. Now I can shift this tedious conversation to something else.


  “You don’t drink much, I take it,” Jaehong commented.


  Instead of answering, Sangwoo looked at something over Jaehong’s shoulder, seemingly captivated. Jaehong glanced back but saw nothing unusual.


  “Is something the matter?”


  “No, nothing.”


  “What is it, then?”


  “It’s just that Jaeyoungie-hyung keeps circling us.”


  “Huh? What do you…?”


  “I’m not sure why he’s here. I thought he was busy. He’s even wearing a wig.”


  Jaehong turned completely around in his chair, scanning the restaurant, but couldn’t spot Jaeyoung anywhere.


  “He’s gone now,” Sangwoo said dryly.




  “You said he’s circling us… So you’ve already seen him multiple times?” Jaehong asked.


  “Did you not notice him while we were in the aquarium? He was following barely three steps away, covering his face with a leaflet.”


  That damn lunatic.


  Giving Jaehong only two hours to finish his mission—weighed down by a mountain of ifs and buts, at that—clearly hadn’t been enough to calm his twin. 


  Sangwoo cast another cautious glance around before lowering his voice and adding, “Please act like you didn’t notice.”


  “And why should I?”


  “He’ll be disappointed if we see through his disguise. That’s exactly what happened on April Fool’s Day five years ago. He came to my door pretending to be a deliveryman, but of course, no deliveryman could be that gorgeous. I couldn’t help but kiss him.”


   “So he’s gone now?”


  “Yes. He left about a minute ago.”


  A quick glance at the clock told Jaehong he had thirty-six minutes left. He had to act now, before Jaeyoung swung back and started stalking them again. 


  Clearly, all his subtle hints had gone right over Sangwoo’s head. That meant he only had one option left: to directly request sex.


  Jaehong downed the rest of his wine in one gulp and met Sangwoo’s eyes. “Mr. Choo.”


  “Yes.” A pair of dark, steady pupils met his in return.


  After a brief pause, Jaehong lowered his voice to a near whisper. “Do you really think I came all this way just to look at fish?”


  “I was told you were here on vacation.”


  “No. That was just an excuse. I’m afraid I came with an ulterior motive.”


  Sangwoo blinked slowly, then regarded him with unnerving clarity. “Just as I thought.”


  “P-pardon?”


  “I actually figured out your ulterior motive some time ago.”


  “What?! Since when?”


  “Since exactly twelve minutes after you got into my car. That was when you tried and failed to invite yourself to my house. I couldn’t help but wonder why anyone would want to enter someone else’s home, and suddenly it struck me that something was off.”


  Sangwoo looked the very definition of a solemn detective as he clasped his hands and laid out his evidence—all of it surely damning for Jaehong. His confidence only continued to grow as Jaehong blinked at him in disbelief.


  “You came to see if I was fit to marry Jaeyoungie-hyung, didn’t you?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “You’ve been observing my habits, gauging my behavior, steering the conversation into tricky topics such as the d-word and b-word, and testing my quick thinking, by asking for a photography lesson, for instance. Why else would you take such a keen interest in my health, my reactions, or ask invasive questions to measure how I could maintain composure under pressure?”


  Jaehong was too baffled to form an answer.


  “So,” Sangwoo concluded calmly, “how would you rate me?”


  He…had it all completely wrong. Jaehong’s head throbbed just thinking about how to undo the misunderstanding. But if he didn’t fix it now, Jaeyoung was going to end up marrying the maniac!


  He’d just have to improvise. And quickly.


  “You’re correct that I’m opposed to your and Jaeyoung’s marriage,” Jaehong pronounced. “You see, I—”


  “I figured you would be,” Sangwoo replied, tone utterly unbothered. 


  The rest of the passionate line Jaehong had prepared—I want you for myself—died on his lips. His motivation crumbled. 


  For the first time in his existence, Jaehong wanted to surrender. 


  As someone who’d lived his life completely free from failure, who was considered of high status even among the elite and was a successful stock manager, the sensation of defeat felt absurdly foreign. He rubbed his face in quiet frustration.


  “If you’re against it because I’m a man, like Mr. Shin Jongseok and Ms. Shin Mihee, I hope you’ll reconsider.”


  “What?”


  “Neither Jaeyoung nor I got to choose our gender, after all.”


  “You… Wait. You met my grandfather?”


  The old man had always been stubborn to the bone and had only gotten worse with age. It was hard to believe he’d agreed to his precious grandson marrying a man.


  “I met him three months ago,” Sangwoo replied smoothly. “I handed him our wedding invitation myself.”


  Jaehong had assumed his brother would keep his upcoming marriage a secret. After all, even past seventy years old, their grandfather still traveled abroad for his golfing ventures and wouldn’t hesitate to express his displeasure by swinging a golf club.


  “Did anything…happen? Did he perhaps throw anything at you?”


  “I was subjected to some verbal abuse, but I sustained no physical injuries. I have good reflexes, and I was able to dodge all of the projectiles. Besides, he is elderly.”


  Jaehong sat in silence, still processing. 


  “He didn’t give us his blessing,” Sangwoo continued, “though he did promise to attend the ceremony.”


  “Those were his exact words…?”


  “He said he’d ‘come and make a scene.’ But I’ll take what I can get,” Sangwoo answered calmly, with all the aplomb of someone declaring their victory over their final, most substantial obstacle. 


  He’s a complete motherfucking lunatic, Jaehong cursed inwardly as silence fell. 


  Horrifyingly, Sangwoo still looked like he had something more to say. Jaehong found himself filled with trepidation.


  But when the guy finally spoke, it was only to say, voice polite and formal, “I’m confident I can be a good husband to Jaeyoungie-hyung.”


  “I see.”


  “Someone who is kind as a boyfriend is much more likely to prove a kind husband. I try to be attentive, to listen, to improve myself perpetually. I even conduct an annual relationship satisfaction survey. The average over the past six years is 99.83%. It would be even higher, but the third survey dropped the percentage. We’d argued the day before, so the score came out at only ninety-nine out of a hundred.” 


  It was like listening to the recitation of a corporate report. Jaehong’s temples throbbed. If he didn’t cut in, the lunatic might whip out a slideshow and start presenting graphs.


  “You’ve misunderstood me, Mr. Choo,” he said abruptly. “It’s not that I dislike you. I just…”


  He stopped there, realizing he couldn’t quite explain the reasoning behind his objection to their marriage. Sangwoo was eccentric, yes, but even if someone else had sat before him, Jaehong would have opposed all the same.


  I’m so pathetic, Jaehong thought as the answer came to him with relative ease. He’d stepped in under the guise of protecting Jaeyoung’s happiness, but in truth, he simply couldn’t stand that his twin had fallen in love.


  Sangwoo was still patiently waiting for him to explain himself, but how could Jaehong confess that he was so selfish that he wanted Jaeyoung to wander through life just as he did, unanchored and unsatisfied?


  Jaehong let out a long exhale, then said, “The two of you are fundamentally incompatible. If Jaeyoung is a bird in the sky, you’re…a mushroom rooted in the dirt.”


  Sangwoo frowned, clearly wounded, and with a gloom over him said, “You could’ve just insulted me like Mr. Shin did. I’m not so dense I can’t understand mockery.”


  “How was I mocking you?”


  “You know what you said. You picked those examples for a reason. One soars in the sky. The other’s a fungus.”


  “Fine. If Jaeyoung’s a seagull, then you’re a penguin. Better?”


  “Yes.”


  Jaehong sighed. “Look. You’re methodical, logical, and orderly. Jaeyoung’s emotional and reckless. Why get married at all? Just live your own lives.”


  Sangwoo maintained his silence.


  “I mean, he’s moody and short-tempered, isn’t he?”


  After considering his words, Sangwoo replied calmly, “You could also describe him as free-spirited and open to new challenges. Your phrasing is unnecessarily negative. And ‘short-tempered’ is a subjective term. What would a long temper be, exactly?”


  “He doesn’t even clean his own room, does he? I’m sure you always end up doing it for him. In fact, how do you two even split up chores?”


  Sangwoo’s counter came smoothly. “It’s true Jaeyoungie-hyung is a messy person, but I’m tidy and efficient enough to compensate. I handle chores easily, while he struggles. Adjusting for effort, we’re balanced. Furthermore, according to the second law of thermodynamics, disorder is natural. A messy room is a symptom of being human, not laziness.”


  He’s defending that idiot like he’s a dragon guarding a princess, and he’s not even here.


  “The two of you are—”


  “Having different temperaments does not mean we are poorly matched,” Sangwoo cut in. “Opposite charges attract. A chessboard’s beauty comes from the contrast of its black and white squares. In nature, chaos and order coexist. Please, just give it time. You’ll see we’re perfect together.”


  Sangwoo was a surprisingly smooth talker. For a moment, Jaehong almost believed him. But he couldn’t let it go—this was the only line of attack he had left. If he faltered now, Jaeyoung was doomed to marry this madman.


  “There must be plenty of people who suit you better,” Jaehong tried again. “Why does your partner have to be Jaeyoung?”


  “You’re not the type to be reasoned with, are you? Fine. Then listen carefully.”


  Sangwoo’s eyes sharpened, suddenly glinting with determination. His tone shifted, his words coming out clear and deliberate.


  “I’m someone who is accustomed to winning and getting what I want. Always. I won’t give up something that brings me more happiness and pleasure than anything else just because of a few disapproving words from people who barely know me.”


  Jaehong’s mouth snapped shut. 


  “One hundred and seventy-five days from now, no matter what happens, I will be marrying Jang Jaeyoung. You can try to stop me, but you’ll fail. For your own peace of mind, I’d suggest preparing a congratulatory speech instead.”


  Jaehong forced his face to remain neutral, though his blood was boiling. Somehow, this had turned into a duel, and somehow, he was the one losing.


  If given the choice to give up on Jaeyoung or split him in half, this lunatic would probably take the second option!


  The conversation had long since spiraled out of control, and Jaehong was starting to feel worn down. But unfortunately for Sangwoo, he wasn’t the type to back down.


  Grinding his teeth, he asked for a second and final time, “Why does it have to be Jaeyoung? You never answered my question.”


  “Because I have feelings for him.”


  The words came instantly, simple and uncalculated, setting Jaehong off-kilter.


  “There must be others who could make you just as happy and satisfied.”


  “I doubt it.”


  “Well, how would you know? You haven’t even dated other men.”


  “I don’t need to.”


  Jaehong was starting to grow desperate. “What about me, for instance? I know I’m your type in terms of looks and style. I’m also calm, stable, and predictable. Isn’t that what you like?”


  Sangwoo stiffened, a flicker of discomfort crossing his face. Folding his arms, he frowned. “I’m bisexual. What you just said could be interpreted as flirting. Please refrain from saying such things in the future.”


  Damn it, learn to take a hint!


  Suppressing the urge to commit violence, Jaehong growled through clenched teeth, “You’re right. I am flirting.”


  “What?”


  “Didn’t Jaeyoung tell you I’m gay?”


  “No, he nev—”


  “I like men. And right now, I’m feeling attracted to you.”


  Sangwoo’s eyes went wide, his mouth falling open in shock. His expressionless mask had finally cracked.




  Watching the flicker of panic on his brother’s fiancé’s face gave Jaehong a brief sense of satisfaction. 


  He glanced at his watch. Twenty-two minutes left. It was still a decent amount of time, though accomplishing his goal so quickly would prove a bit challenging. 


  He’d just have to put the work in.


  “You haven’t been able to take your eyes off me for a while now…” Jaehong leaned back slightly, straightening his shoulders. “Haven’t you ever wondered if twins share the same preferences in bed?”


  Sangwoo’s eyes narrowed into a glare. 


  Feeling a slap coming, Jaehong braced himself—but instead, his brother’s fiancé just turned away, glowering at the floor.


  “Mr. Jang,” Sangwoo said, voice low, “you may look perfect on the outside, but inside, you’re a shameless hypocrite. Vulgar. Lewd. Depraved. Irredeemable. Like an eggshell tossed into food waste:  useless and unfit for recycling.”


  “That’s…going a bit too far, don’t you think?”


  “Is it? You voiced lust for your brother’s fiancé and didn’t expect an insult in return?”


  It was a good thing no one nearby understood Korean. Jaehong was stunned. He’d never been scolded so harshly in his life. 


  But backing down now wasn’t an option.


  “If I’m attracted to someone, what does it matter who they’re marrying?”


  “That would hold true if you were a bonobo perhaps, but humans have social norms.”


  “It can be our little secret. You’re attracted to me, too. You said you liked that I’m not like Jaeyoung.”


  Sangwoo gave him a look of such mocking pity that Jaehong unconsciously started grinding his teeth. 


  “That’s quite the delusion. You’re Jang Jaehong, not Jang Jaeyoung. Even with identical DNA, you’re still two different people.”


  The man was a brick wall. He was rational and robotic one moment, then obsessive and passionate the second Jaeyoung came up. 


  Sangwoo slammed both hands on the table between them and sprang to his feet, looming over Jaehong with an icy stare. “I regret to say we won’t be continuing our scheduled two-hour tour.”


  “You’re leaving?”


  “Yes. If you want to make it home safely, don’t mention any of this to Jaeyoungie-hyung and book the earliest flight out of here.”


  “Wait, Mr. Choo!”


  Sangwoo ignored him and walked away, leaving Jaehong’s voice to vaporize uselessly into the air.


  But just as Jaehong was debating whether or not to follow after him, Sangwoo suddenly spun around and walked back to the table, breathing hard.


  “I was going to let it slide since you’re a foreigner, but I can’t stop thinking about it.”


  “Pardon?”


  “There’s a distinction between ‘different’ and ‘incompatible.’ You say ‘different styles,’ not ‘incompatible styles.’ Dogs and cats are different. Two people are different. Different. Not incompatible. Any Korean speaker would know that.”


  Jaehong just stared at him. 


  “Farewell, Eric Jang.”


  Sangwoo walked away without another word, leaving Jaehong’s name—spoken in the same accented English he’d said it in when they’d first met a few hours before—hanging in the air. 


  Jaehong sat there, dazed.


  Damn it.


  Rubbing his face, he leaned back, letting exhaustion wash over him. Replaying the entire interaction in his head—from the moment they’d exchanged business cards to Sangwoo storming out of the restaurant—only made it worse.


  He could only come to one conclusion: His mission had been doomed to fail from the beginning.


  Not once had he successfully created anything close to resembling romantic tension. Not once. Sangwoo might as well have been a door with no handle, a plate of steak sculpted from wax.


  Belatedly, Jaehong recalled his twin’s smug, teasing grin. No wonder. If Jaeyoung had ever doubted Sangwoo, he never would’ve let Jaehong get anywhere near him. 


  All he’d done was waste his own time and energy, blinded by needless concern.


  I can’t believe I came all this way for nothing. Should’ve just let those lunatics get married.


  A shadow fell over the table.


  “Where’s Sangwoo?”


  Jaeyoung plopped into Sangwoo’s newly empty chair, dropping a curly wig onto the table. He was wearing a matching tracksuit that looked brand-new.


  “He ran off after I flirted a little,” Jaehong admitted with a sigh.


  A satisfied grin spread across Jaeyoung’s face. He picked up Sangwoo’s abandoned wine glass—completely empty and pristine—and smoothed back his hair. He looked quite relaxed for someone who’d been tailing them for hours.


  “So? What did you think of my fiancé?”


  “He’s quite…eccentric.”


  “But cute, right?”


  Jaehong winced. Sangwoo’s furious proclamation that he was such useless garbage he wasn’t even worth recycling was still ringing in his ears. 


  “He’s mellowed out a lot compared to before,” Jaeyoung added.


  “He has…?”


  “He’s a cat who thinks he’s a snake. Sometimes too honest for his own good but not a bad guy. I promise. I’ll clear things up after the wedding and introduce you properly then.”


  “So I’m just supposed to let him hate me for the next six months?”


  “What’s it to you? He’s not your fiancé.”


  Jaehong sighed tiredly. Too many absurd events had happened in the past few hours. Jaeyoung had completely played him. 


  Then he remembered the most unbelievable thing he’d heard that day.


  “Wait… Did you actually take him to meet Grandfather?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You’re insane.”


  “Honestly…” Jaeyoung shook his head with a scowl. “I thought I was gonna end up six feet under.” 


  “Well, how’d it go? Did he try to rough you guys up?”


  “Yeah, but he only managed to hit me. And it was just the one slap.”


  “That’s not bad at all.”


  “Exactly. I think it shocked Sangwoo, though. He’s usually so calm and docile, but he went as rabid as an angry Doberman. Grandfather went red, Mom was crying, there were vases flying through the air, and people were cussing, yelling…”


  There was a brief silence as Jaeyoung reminisced.


  “Anyway, it turned out fine in the end. Grandfather’s not as strong as he used to be, and thankfully, Sangwoo’s a pacifist. Otherwise… I don’t even want to think about it.”


  Jaehong shuddered at the mental image. Few could stand tall before their grandfather, whose word was usually law. His temper was as fearsome as a tiger’s. Yet the image of Sangwoo putting him in his place without flinching was…believable. Somehow.


  “How on earth did you even win that madman over?” 


  It was the question that had been eating away at Jaehong for the past few hours. And at hearing it, Jaeyoung’s solemn face gave way to a fond grin.


  “Words can’t even describe what I had to go through. It’d take six volumes to write it all down.” He leaned back, hands clasped behind his head, a faint smile tugging at his lips. “Ah, the good old days… He was always wearing that black baseball hat back then, always so snappy. I thought it was freaking adorable. I chased him around for a few months, and before I knew it, we were dating.”


  “And now you’re getting married, huh?”


  “Something like that.” Jaeyoung laughed, then added, “Just give up, dude. You lost your chance. Even when I’m eighty, he’ll be nagging at me to clean my dentures. If I reincarnate, he’ll probably follow me into my next life.”


  Before meeting the man, Jaehong would’ve laughed at such a sentiment, thinking his twin’s words were grossly exaggerated. Now, he only nodded.


  “That’s rough.”


  “Eh… Some shackles feel good to wear.”


  Jaehong’s expression stiffened. He could feel tendrils of irritation creeping up from somewhere deep within his heart. Bragging didn’t usually bother him, as long as it was justified and well-deserved. But those photos on Sangwoo’s camera, Jaeyoung’s fun little memories, that fleeting smile on his brother’s face, that unwavering, confident tone—it all grated on him. He found himself wanting to ruin Jaeyoung’s smug grin with sharp words.


  “Your fiancé has a cute smile, you know,” he tossed out. “His personality’s a bit odd, but his looks—”


  “His looks are…what?”


  Just as he’d intended, the grin had suddenly vanished from Jaeyoung’s face. But instead of feeling gleeful himself, Jaehong forced a smile of his own, suppressing a regretful curse.


  “They’re…totally average. That’s all.”


  “Oh yeah? For a second, I thought you were saying Sangwoo was your type.”


  Jaehong let that one lie.


  “What a ridiculous idea, being attracted to someone else’s fiancé… But surely, you’re not stupid enough to hit on another man’s lover.”


  Jaehong ignored the jab, staring out the window. Jaeyoung, meanwhile, picked up the wine bottle, twirling it around to read the label.


  “Good pick. Mind if I take it?”


  “Sure. Whatever.”


  “I need to feed him some protein. He’s lost too much weight.”


  Jaehong nearly scoffed. Sangwoo had looked healthy, glowing even. Apparently, Jaeyoung had ditched his sense of reason in the process of walking right into that tiger’s den.


  For a long moment, Jaeyoung sat in silence, tapping on the table with his fingertips. But then he asked, “You heading back home now?”


  “Possibly.”


  “Why don’t you stay for a bit? I mean, you came a long way. The beaches here are nice.”


  “Maybe I will…”


  He’d planned to leave immediately after achieving his goal, but after being so humiliatingly defeated, Jaehong found he lacked the energy. A break sounded nice. Perhaps he’d find a pretty man on one of those nice beaches to fill the hollowness inside him, at least for a few hours.


  Jaeyoung popped a piece of cheese into his mouth, then gathered his things, snatched up the bottle of wine, and called the waiter. After he paid, he gestured for Jaehong to follow him.


  “Come on. You got a hotel in mind?”


  “Are you driving me? I thought you were busy.”


  “Eh, it’s not too out of the way. Besides, you owe me something.”


  “What?”


  “Everything you’re wearing. Even the cologne. We made a bet, remember?”


  Jaehong did not remember anything of the sort.


  “Come on, get up. If you don’t say where you’re staying, I’ll drop you off on the side of the road.”


  “You’re just as crazy as your fiancé,” Jaehong grumbled as he got to his feet.


  It hadn’t been meant as a compliment, but Jaeyoung grinned, clearly pleased, before striding off toward the exit.


  What was it that guy said? Even with identical DNA, we’re still two different people…?


  Jaehong replayed Sangwoo’s words in his head. In their wake, his brother suddenly felt strange, almost foreign. It felt like something had shifted, something that had connected them for years.


  “Jaeyoung.”


  “What?”


  His twin turned to look at him, face nonchalant. And then he saw it clear as day: the thing that had changed. Where once they had been mirrors of each other, the man facing Jaehong now was an entirely different person. The Jaeyoung that had hid his unrest and unease behind a cool facade was gone, replaced by someone steady, unshakable. 


  Jaehong found himself caught between envy and resentment.


  “Hurry up. I miss Sangwoo.”


  Defeated, Jaehong sighed and followed.


  As they left the restaurant, an announcement echoed through the ceiling speakers.


  “Attention, guests on the fifteenth floor. Mr. Eric Jang, your travel bag is being held at the counter. Please make sure to pick it up. Once again, Mr. Eric Jang…”


  Their eyes met. Jaehong couldn’t help but laugh.


  


  ***


  




  A breeze swept through a quiet residential street lined with cypress trees. A black sedan rolled by, slowing, then stopping when it reached a blue-roofed two-story house.


  The garage door lifted, revealing a messy space with walls covered in graffiti, featuring both tangled letters and a jet-black snake. Inside, a white SUV already occupied the center of the garage’s three spots.


  The sedan backed neatly into the rightmost spot. Its door swung open sharply.


  Sangwoo was in a foul mood. He locked the car, closed the garage door as he exited, and strode toward the entrance of the house. His neighbor, watering some flowers, waved—but Sangwoo, nearly ripping open the blue front door in his irritation, didn’t notice.


  Storming inside, he promptly changed into his slippers and headed straight to the kitchen, where he gulped down a glass of water.


  Just then, his sworn enemy—a striped, orange cat—slipped in through a flap in the door and strutted into Sangwoo’s territory as if it owned the place. Normally, this was when they’d have a staring contest, but Sangwoo’s mind was occupied with something else.


  “I like men. And right now, I’m feeling attracted to you.”


  His boyfriend’s twin brother had made a move on him.


  Jang Jaehong had tricked his naive, innocent twin into letting him sweep Sangwoo away, then had openly attempted to seduce him.


  Just thinking about being in the same room as the man again, even talking with him, was enough to make Sangwoo’s skin crawl. Sure, he’d once imagined cloning his fiancé for a threesome, but this was something entirely different.


  “What do I do?” he murmured to himself.


  What was done was done. The problem was how to navigate what came next. 


  When Jaeyoung returned home, smiling, he was sure to ask about how their sightseeing trip had gone. And if Sangwoo said he hadn’t enjoyed it, Jaeyoung would no doubt press further.


  At that point, Sangwoo could either:


  


  1. Keep what had happened a secret.
2. Tell the truth.


  


  He quietly analyzed data on previous events to predict which option would result in the least damage.


  He’d been propositioned three times before by men who’d desired him to carry out an affair with them behind Jaeyoung’s back. Two of those times, nothing had come of it since Jaeyoung hadn’t pried. But in one of the instances, the man hadn’t been so lucky: Jaeyoung had ended up storming out of the house with a baseball bat, and Sangwoo’d had to call the police to prevent him from committing a crime and earning himself a permanent mark on his criminal record. 


  Perhaps I should keep it a secret, then.


  The issue was Sangwoo knew he couldn’t lie to Jaeyoung, not even about trivial things. With one look into those warm, gentle eyes, the truth spilled out of him like water.


  “I didn’t do anything wrong,” he muttered to himself. But then he remembered Jaeyoung’s favorite line: “Try seeing it from my perspective for once.”


  Since he had no twin of his own, Sangwoo ran a mental simulation, imagining a clone of himself flirting with Jaeyoung somewhere out of sight. 


  A surge of rage hit him so hard he had to cut off the line of thought immediately.


  Damn it!


  His gaze slid down to the wall, landing on the faded banner he’d made Jaeyoung five years ago.


  


  Choo Sangwoo ♥ Jang Jaeyoung


  


  Sangwoo could still recall the day Jaeyoung had accepted his proposal, how he’d smiled shyly at the banner as it popped out of the trunk. Ever since, even though they’d moved multiple times, Jaeyoung always insisted on hanging it in the living room of their current place.


  Over that stretch of time, Sangwoo had fought through numerous obstacles keeping them from getting married, from legal and financial issues, fierce opposition from Jaeyoung’s family, to Jaeyoung’s own oddly passive and uncooperative behavior. Now, the finish line was only a hundred and seventy-five days away.


  Next, Sangwoo’s eyes fell on a framed sketch of Jaeyoung hanging next to a Veggie Venturer 2 poster.


  Two years ago, Jaeyoung had been invited to a graphic design expo as a debate panelist. The two of them had impulsively signed up for a drawing event where they’d had to sketch out portraits of each other on the spot. However, only Jaeyoung’s drawing had been selected for a prize.


  As he’d sulked in defeat, he could remember Jaeyoung comforting him.


  “I think your drawing’s wonderful, Sangwoo-ya,” he’d said. “It’s very fauvist…or maybe abstract is the better word.”


  It was the first time anyone had ever praised Sangwoo on his drawing skills, but that still hadn’t managed to fully cheer him up. In the end, Jaeyoung had mollified him by scanning the drawing and producing a large print to hang on the wall.


  Below the sketch was a four-tier bookshelf. The top two shelves were reserved for Jaeyoung’s novels and comic books, and the bottom two for Sangwoo’s nonfiction books. Jaeyoung never encroached on his section except for one infiltration: a single book titled Know the Blood Type, Know the Person!, planted between Being the Perfect Parent: A Parenting Guide and the third volume of How to Marry Your First Love. 


  Whenever Jaeyoung wanted to torment him, he’d flip to a page of the blood type book at random and read it aloud. Sangwoo had tried on multiple occasions to dispose of the vile thing discreetly, but Jaeyoung always replaced it via international shipping. For the past few years, Sangwoo had simply tried to ignore it.


  Beside the bookshelf, a giant corkboard held Polaroids and snapshots, neatly arranged. The oldest picture on the board dated back to when Sangwoo was still in college. He and Jaeyoung were both captured riding a rollercoaster in it, the contraption swiftly traveling downhill. While Sangwoo was nonchalantly staring straight ahead, Jaeyoung was visibly terrified, his forehead buried against Sangwoo’s shoulder.


  The most recent one was from last year’s New Year’s party, where Sangwoo had received news that he’d been promoted. A coworker had taken the photo for them. He was smiling in it with a bouquet of red roses in his arms, while Jaeyoung was pressing a kiss to his cheek, arms tucked around him.


  There were more: one from Jaeyoung’s grad school graduation ceremony, a Christmas party with friends, a graffiti painting meetup, one of Sangwoo’s family and Jaeyoung, and many others taken at a wide spread of attractions, stadiums, and tourist spots. Any unprinted photos had been neatly backed up in the highest resolution possible.


  After all they’d built, all they’d shared…Sangwoo knew Jaeyoung would be incredibly irritated if he found out what Jaehong had done. He’d have to prove that Jaeyoung’s twin hadn’t managed to sway him in the slightest. 


  The only person he was in love with was Jaeyoung, and that truth had never changed since it was established.


  The phone rang. Jaeyoung was calling. Sangwoo picked up, his body taut with tension.


  “Sangwoo-ya, where are you?”


  “Home.”


  “Already? Jaehong says he’s got something to tell you.”


  Sangwoo flinched like he’d been struck. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out.


  “Did you hear me? He’s on his way over.”


  “Are you coming, too, babe?”


  “No, just him.”


  “Why? I don’t like him.”


  “Don’t be like that. He’s my brother!”


  “I said no! Don’t let him come over, please…”


  “I’ll be right there. Just entertain him for a bit until I get back, okay?”


  “No!”


  The call ended. Jaeyoung, so innocent and trusting… Clearly, he still trusted his garbage dump of a brother.


  Sangwoo tried calling Jaeyoung twenty-five times over the next few minutes, but there was no answer. 


  Texting such explosive information seemed dangerous. After all, the culprit was Jaeyoung’s twin brother. Sangwoo had a feeling a baseball bat would be the least of Jaehong’s problems.


  I suppose I’ll have to talk to him.


  Jaehong had caught him off guard at the aquarium, enough to make him hurl a torrent of angry words at the man and storm out. But he was still Jaeyoung’s brother, someone Jaeyoung trusted enough to manage his finances. Not to mention, he was a whole 33.33333% of the family members Jaeyoung had invited to their wedding. 


  Perhaps the damage could still be contained. He just had to make Jaehong repent and leave for England before Jaeyoung discovered anything.


  Sangwoo opened his wardrobe, searching for an outfit suitable for the upcoming conversation.


  


  It wasn’t long before someone knocked politely at the entrance to the house.


  “Mr. Choo, are you home?”


  Sangwoo opened the door, clad in an outfit more fitting for an expedition into the mountains than anything else. A thick, padded jacket hung down to his knees over long jeans. Soccer socks guarded his ankles, while ski gloves shielded his hands. The midsummer heat was already making him sweat, but he had to reduce his amount of exposed skin as much as possible in order to keep Jaehong’s arousal to a minimum.


  Jaehong flinched and took a step back when he saw him. “Bloody hell… You startled me.”


  Just like Jaeyoung, he was tall enough for his head to nearly hit the door frame. He looked objectively handsome in his sharp suit, but Sangwoo now knew the evil broiling away in his heart. 


  They stood two six steps apart, silently scanning each other. Sangwoo narrowed his eyes at the man, while Jaehong met his gaze shamelessly.


  Jaehong was the first to look away. He cleared his throat, took off his dress shoes, and bent down to slip on a pair of indoor slippers. 


  Sangwoo rushed to stop him. “Don’t. Take your foot out.”


  Those slippers already had an owner, as the J embroidered on the front indicated.


  Jaehong slowly obeyed.


  “Look in the cabinet,” Sangwoo ordered. “There should be a pair labeled ‘G1.’”


  Once Jaehong had put on the correct slippers, Sangwoo led him into the living room. Keeping a good distance between them, he gestured Jaeyoung’s twin toward the couch.


  “Sit on the far right. Do not move or stand without permission.”


  When Jaehong complied, Sangwoo poured a glass of water, placed it in front of his guest on top of a coaster, and then sat two spaces away.


  For a long time, there was only silence. Jaehong didn’t speak, which forced Sangwoo to open his mouth first.


  “Listen.”


  “Yes?”


  “Let’s make peace, at least on the surface. I’m sure you don’t want to lose your brother over a moment of lust. Apologize for what you did and swear to give up on me completely, and I’ll handle the damage control.”


  A faint chuckle came from the man on his left.


  Jaehong was covering his mouth with a fist, his shoulders shaking as he laughed. The curve of his eyes, the sound of his voice—he reminded Sangwoo too much of Jaeyoung.


  After staring at him for a long moment, Sangwoo forced his gaze to the floor.


  “Mr. Choo,” Jaehong finally said, sounding amused. “You’re…very loyal, aren’t you?”


  “Yes. In terms of romantic interest, Jaeyoungie-hyung is the only person who appears on my radar. Therefore, please stop thinking about having intercourse with me.”


  “What is it you like so much about my brother anyway?”




  Sangwoo frowned. When he lifted his head, his gaze clashed with Jaehong’s; the man was staring at him with enough determination to bore twin holes into Sangwoo’s face.


  It was strange. He’d been certain he wasn’t attracted to him, regardless of how objectively handsome he was. But now that he was studying Jaehong again, something felt different. He found himself pulled in unwillingly by the man’s arrogant posture and the faint curl of his lips.


  What is it about his eyes that makes it so hard to look away? Sangwoo wondered. He didn’t want to keep staring, yet his gaze kept drifting back.


  There had to be something wrong with him. This man was Jaeyoung’s brother.


  Sangwoo grabbed his own face and forced himself to face forward again. “Enough of your strange questions,” he said stiffly. “Apologize and swear you will not try to approach me romantically again. If you do that, I will try my best to gloss over today’s unfortunate incident when I speak to Jaeyoungie-hyung.”


  “Mr. Choo,” was Jaehong’s only reply. The quiet, intimate tone indicated he planned on ignoring everything Sangwoo had just said.


  Sangwoo found he couldn’t respond. A strange unease crept over him.


  “Mr. Choo? Hello? I’m talking to you.”


  Jaehong had only said a few words in a lowered voice, yet in that moment, Sangwoo felt a sudden thrill. The reaction sickened him.


  “You’re so silent all of a sudden… How strange.”


  Sangwoo simply focused on the words he had heard. “What? What is it?”


  “Can you say with certainty that Jaeyoung is the only one you’ll ever want?”


  “I believe I already said something to that effect a short while ago.”


  “I’m sure it won’t kill you to repeat yourself.”


  Had Jaehong’s voice always been so attractive? His manner of speaking was different, but his voice was undeniably identical to Jaeyoung’s. In the car, Sangwoo had been too focused on driving to notice, and at the aquarium, all the noise around them had worked as camouflage.


  But now…Sangwoo found himself wanting to hear more of that voice.


  “If we were stranded alone on an uninhabited island, would you be able to survive on thoughts of Jaeyoung alone?” Jaehong prompted again.


  “That wouldn’t happen. I never travel without Hyung.”


  “If Jaeyoung moved somewhere far away from you for a year, would you struggle through the loneliness and wait for him?”


  “I would take a leave of absence and go with him.”


  “If Jaeyoung were fired from his job and donated all his assets to society, would you still stay with him?”


  “Yes.”


  “Even if he were a broke, useless piece of shit with not a single cent to his name?”


  “Whether he has money or not is irrelevant. As long as I regulate his wasteful spending habits, I can support him with my income.”


  “Wow… You sure sound smitten.”


  Sangwoo, who had unconsciously been waiting for the next question, suddenly grew uneasy. Why was he answering all of these ridiculous questions? He’d gotten wrapped up in the conversation because the rhythm of it was so familiar, but it was completely inappropriate to have such a friendly conversation with such an irredeemable piece of garbage. His face flushed.


  “What if Jaeyoung didn’t shower for six months and then came up to you asking for a hug?”


  “Enough!” Sangwoo snapped, trying to hide his unease. “Why are you harassing me like this?”


  “Harassing you? I’m only asking a few questions.”


  Sangwoo opened his mouth to shoot back a retort, but then his gaze dropped to the floor as a creature that normally avoided him like the plague emerged from its resting place. Overcome with confusion, he watched as it loitered in front of the couch, then jumped onto Jaehong’s lap and curled up into a small, furry donut.


  Jaehong looked genuinely startled. “Well, hello. Have we met?”


  He reached down to lift the cat off his legs, but it simply burrowed deeper into his arms.


  Visibly flustered, Jaehong rubbed his thumb between the animal’s brows: an affectionate gesture Jaeyoung often performed on the creature.


  Sangwoo’s eyes narrowed. He’d been avoiding Jaehong’s gaze until that point, but now he began to study the other man.


  The neat gray summer suit. The parted hair that bared the skin of his forehead. The gentlemanly bearing and calm, composed way of speaking. It all corresponded to the image he had of Jang Jaehong at first glance, but on closer look, incongruities began to appear.


  The three piercing holes in his left ear. The faint indentation on his left ring finger where a ring usually sat. The faded burn scar on the back of his right hand was from a cooking accident three years before.


  This man was not Jaehong. He was Jaeyoung in disguise.


  Sangwoo’s mind began a rapid analysis of the situation.


  


  

    	a) If Jaeyoung is trying to test me with a series of questions, then he is likely aware of his brother’s attempted seduction.


  


  

    	b) If Jaeyoung is aware of his brother’s attempted seduction yet was calm enough to swap outfits with him and come home in this mood, then their relationship likely remains amicable.


  


  If a) and b) are both true, then by the transitive property, there is a high probability that Jang Jaeyoung and Jang Jaehong conspired against me to test my loyalty.


  


  Asshole… Does he think this is funny?


  Sangwoo felt a surge of anger, but instead of confronting Jaeyoung right away, he realized a better way to retaliate.


  Slipping off his gloves and setting them on the table by the couch, Sangwoo then unzipped his puffer jacket. The noise made Jaehong—no, Jaeyoung—turn his head. And as he watched, Sangwoo fully removed his jacket, set it aside, and peeled off the T-shirt beneath, revealing his bare torso.


  Jaeyoung’s hand, which had been idly stroking Visual Basic, froze. “Why are you suddenly…undressing?”


  “I was going to have to discard my clothes eventually anyway.”


  Jaeyoung blinked rapidly, shocked and flustered, nearly dropping the act.


  Sangwoo scooted a couch cushion closer, and the sharp scent of unfamiliar cologne hit him. Still, up close, the differences between the man in front of him and Jang Jaehong only became more obvious. The faint crow’s feet around his eyes, carved out by frequent smiling, and the tanned skin from frequent, year-round travel marked him as unmistakably Jaeyoung. It seemed ludicrous that he’d confused him with his brother for even a moment at first.


  “Mr. Jang.”


  “Y-yes?” 


  Jaeyoung shifted away and pulled his knees to his chest, then tried to push Sangwoo away with one foot. 


  As Sangwoo braced himself, grabbing hold of the leather covering of the couch, Visual Basic let out a hiss from Jaeyoung’s lap and jumped to the floor.


  “When is your brother arriving?” Sangwoo demanded.


  “R-right now. He’s going to barge in at any moment.”


  “That won’t do… Should we lock the door? If Hyung sees, he might misunderstand what we’re doing.”


  “Well…maybe we shouldn’t do anything that might lead to a misunderstanding.”


  “Perhaps you’re right. If we get caught, there’s a good chance he’ll strangle us both… But it’s a risk I’m willing to take. Let’s have sex, Mr. Jang.”


  Jaeyoung’s expression shifted. The shock and suspicion in his eyes eased into amusement, and his lips curved into a smirk. He turned his head and gave a soft snort before meeting Sangwoo’s gaze again.


  “I didn’t know you could gamble, Mr. Choo,” he teased, narrowing his eyes. “I wasn’t aware your programming included that function.”


  To be fair, Sangwoo had never been a good actor. Still, he found himself slightly disappointed that the game already seemed to be over. Things had just started to get interesting, after all. 


  On the other hand, Jaeyoung seemed to be having the time of his life. Suddenly cocky, he leaned back into the couch and crossed his legs, his eyes sparkling. The silk of his suit pants shimmered over his thigh.


  “Mr. Choo.”


  Sangwoo’s head lifted at the quiet pronunciation of his name. Confronted with Jaeyoung’s beckoning finger, he could do nothing but obey. He edged forward on his knees.


  Jaeyoung reached out with an arrogant smirk and tapped Sangwoo’s cheek twice. “So you want to sleep with me?”


  “Yes.”


  “What do I get from it?”


  Silence stretched as Sangwoo struggled to come up with an answer.


  “I’ll consider it if you suck my dick,” Jaeyoung finally offered.


  Sangwoo frowned, then muttered, “I’m not very good at that…”


  How had he ended up here, marching to the beat of Jaeyoung’s drum, so quickly? He was the one who had started the teasing in the first place!


  An experienced opponent is hard to beat.


  Slowly running his tongue along his lower lip, Jaeyoung beckoned him forward again. “Come closer,” he ordered.


  Sangwoo swallowed hard and obeyed.


  Within seconds, Jaeyoung had slipped two of his long fingers past Sangwoo’s lips to gently press down on his tongue. It was only a small gesture, but it sent a shiver through Sangwoo. And the whole time, Jaeyoung watched his face closely, eyes unnervingly all-knowing.


  Repeating the motion with deliberate slowness, Jaeyoung murmured, “You gonna let me put my dick in here? Hmm?”


  Back in college, Jaeyoung had expressed an interest in role-playing, perhaps driven by his status as an actor extraordinaire. Cop and thief, nurse and patient, internet installer and homeowner, sanitation worker and homeless man, dark mage and slime, and so on. Today, it seemed he wanted to play Jang Jaehong and Choo Sangwoo.


  The show had already begun. All Sangwoo had to do was pretend Jaeyoung was actually Jaehong.


  With Jaeyoung’s fingers still in his mouth, Sangwoo shifted closer and climbed onto his lap. Taking Jaeyoung’s wrist in his hand, he dragged his tongue along the length of his already damp index finger.


  “What are you doing?” Jaeyoung asked nonchalantly, but the look in his eyes betrayed burning desire.


  Sangwoo placed his free hand on Jaeyoung’s firm abdomen and slowly let it travel down toward his groin. His fingertips brushed something rock hard beneath the fabric of those silk pants.


  “If you truly wish for me to perform oral sex on you, you must allow me to check the diameter of your penis first, Mr. Jang. My mouth is on the smaller side.”


  Jaeyoung narrowed his eyes in what seemed to be displeasure, but Sangwoo kept moving, one hand working Jaeyoung’s fingers deeper into his mouth while the other rubbed at his penis through his pants.


  Honestly, he’d expected Jaeyoung to lunge at him by now. But oddly enough, he stayed motionless.


  “Come on, Mr. Jang. We must have intercourse before Jaeyoung arrives.”


  “Yes…you’re right.” Jaeyoung looped an arm around Sangwoo’s waist and roughly hauled him forward.


  Now pressed against his chest, Sangwoo’s breathing grew shallow. He felt Jaeyoung’s hand move over the back of his head, then roughly fist his hair.


  In a low voice full of barely suppressed desire, Jaeyoung growled, “Does the thought of us secretly having sex behind Jaeyoung’s back turn you on?”


  “Yes. This is my first time having an affair.”


  There was a weighty silence.


  “Technically, it’s also my first time being with a man other than Jaeyoung. That would make you the second man I’ve ever had intercourse with, Mr. Jang.”


  Jaeyoung didn’t answer, apparently expecting Sangwoo to continue on his own.


  Following his lead, Sangwoo began unbuttoning Jaeyoung’s fitted shirt, moving from top to bottom. His hands shook with the need to strip Jaeyoung’s sculpted torso bare as quickly as possible, but Jaeyoung didn’t even offer to help.


  When Jaeyoung finally spoke, his voice was as cold as ice. “Sounds like you’ve been dying to cheat on Jaeyoung.”


  Startled, Sangwoo looked up, only to be faced with Jaeyoung’s furious scowl.


  A soft laugh escaped his lips. During their past role-plays, Jaeyoung had shown no qualms about saying absolutely filthy things. Yet now he was acting like Sangwoo was some kind of devil incarnate.


  Sangwoo quickly wiped the smile from his face and continued with the buttons. “Not exactly, but who knows? Maybe I’ll find it enjoyable.”


  “Oh… And if you find it enjoyable, are you gonna do it again?”


  “I don’t see why not. In fact, next time Jaeyoungie-hyung is away on a business trip, I’ll give you a visit.”
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  Jaeyoung let out a cold laugh, the provocative remark clearly hitting home. 


  The sound sent a sharp thrill of satisfaction through Sangwoo. Jaeyoung was usually so unpredictable and wild, but right now, all his reactions were matching Sangwoo’s expectations perfectly. 


  Leaning in close to that icy face, lips nearly brushing Jaeyoung’s ear, Sangwoo whispered, “Mr. Jang, I’m incredibly aroused. I need you to touch me here.”


  He grabbed Jaeyoung’s hand and tried to guide it downward, but was promptly swatted aside.


  “Enough,” Jaeyoung growled like an angry beast.


   It was a clear signal to stop their little game, but Sangwoo didn’t want to listen. During their seven years together, Jaeyoung had always been the one teasing him, tugging on his reins, never the other way around. It would be criminal to let this rare chance go to waste. 


  “Why are you so angry, Mr. Jang?”


  “Stop.”


  “Fine. I will ‘suck your dick,’ as you requested.”


  Sangwoo reached for Jaeyoung’s groin, hoping to placate him, but his hand was instantly smacked away. 


  Once again, Jaeyoung planted a foot on Sangwoo’s sternum, shoving him back and nearly off the couch. But even that wasn’t enough. Seconds later, he’d sprung to his feet, breath heavy and chest surging up and down as if he’d just sprinted a mile. 


  He grabbed a glass of water from the table and drank it in one go.


  Was this really something to get so angry about? Sangwoo contemplated the question for a moment, then concluded that Jaeyoung was overreacting. Even if their roles were reversed, he couldn’t see himself getting as angry as Jaeyoung seemed to be right now. 


  They were just messing around, playing a game. No matter what Sangwoo said, that didn’t change the fact that his fiancé was Jang Jaeyoung. He had never cheated and never would. 


  Besides, after enduring Jaeyoung’s nonsense during their door-to-door salesman and customer role-play, didn’t he deserve this? Why was Jaeyoung the only one who got to do whatever he wanted? Where was this energy when Sangwoo tried to tell him off?


  Out of ideas on how to get things back on track, Sangwoo decided to recycle something he had heard earlier that day from Jaehong.


  “I would like to have intercourse with you, Mr. Jang.”


  “I told you. Shut your mouth.”


  “I just want to know if you’re anything like your brother in be—”


  Before he could finish, Jaeyoung slammed his water glass down onto the table. A sharp crack rang out as a jagged line snaked its way over the cup’s surface. 


  Startled, Sangwoo checked Jaeyoung’s hand, but thankfully, he wasn’t hurt. 


  Jaeyoung, meanwhile, just glared at him, showing no sign of remorse.


  Oh, right… He has anger management issues.


  Things had been so peaceful between them lately that Sangwoo had almost forgotten how irrational Jaeyoung could get when he was sufficiently provoked. 


  “How many times do I have to tell you to shut up?!”


  “I was just role-playing,” Sangwoo responded nonchalantly.


  “You…” Jaeyoung’s lips parted, but no more words came out.


  On the How Angry is Jaeyoung? scale, Sangwoo judged his fiancé’s current state to be a 7.5. He hadn’t seen Jaeyoung this furious since five years ago, when he’d somehow convinced himself that Sangwoo had run away from home.


  Just like back then, Jaeyoung muttered at him through clenched teeth, “There are some things you shouldn’t joke about.”


  And then, without giving Sangwoo a chance to respond, he whipped around and promptly stomped upstairs.


  Maybe I went too far…, Sangwoo thought, now standing forlorn and alone in the living room. It was true that he’d ignored three separate warnings from Jaeyoung, but he still didn’t understand why a simple role-play had provoked such rage in the first place. Especially since Jaeyoung was the one who’d started it all by showing up in his brother’s clothes to play a prank on him. 


  As always, Jaeyoung was a complete enigma.


  “I get he was angry, but he didn’t need to break the glass…,” Sangwoo grumbled.


  It had originally come in a set of four, but Jaeyoung had broken one every year, and now only one remained. The first had shattered when Jaeyoung knocked into it with his elbow while they’d been having intercourse on the dining table. The second Jaeyoung had dropped while washing the dishes. And the third he’d broken today, throwing a temper tantrum over a cheating role-play. 


  Of all of the incidents, the most recent one was by far the most absurd.


  


  After stepping away briefly to put his clothes back on and throw out the broken glass, Sangwoo returned to the living room to carefully wipe down the table. A glance at the clock showed that eight minutes had passed. 


  Under the piece of furniture he’d just cleaned, the cat circled, acting as if it were searching for Jaeyoung’s scent. Sangwoo nudged its tail with his foot.


  “Cat. Do you know why your owner’s acting so strangely?”


  His only response was a meow. 


  “He sounded very angry, didn’t he? Hypocrite.”


  Sangwoo stared in the direction Jaeyoung had gone, then began walking toward the staircase. The carpeted steps muffled his treading feet as he slowly climbed up to the second floor. 


  After passing by the game room, he stopped in front of their bedroom door, which was closed. He knocked twice and waited, but no sound came from inside. 


  One long moment later, he carefully opened the door.


  The room inside was dark. A sliver of light had slipped through the slightly open curtains, but it wasn’t enough to illuminate the entire space. 


  Jaeyoung was sprawled face down on the bed. Jaehong’s suit, probably angrily tossed to the side, was scattered across the floor, leaving him only in his boxers. The back of his head and neck were damp, too, as if he’d even tried to rinse off the cologne.


  “Are you awake?”


  Sangwoo cautiously approached the bed. Jaeyoung appeared to be sleeping, which would make sense. He had just returned from a six-day business trip, then eschewed proper rest to go meet up with his brother instead.


  I’ll let him sleep for two hours. He’ll likely feel calmer once he wakes up. Then we can have intercourse, eat dinner, and repack his bags.


  Crouching beside the bed, Sangwoo studied his fiancé’s handsome face for a moment before brushing his messy bangs aside and kissing his forehead lightly. He climbed onto the bed, pulled the blanket out from under Jaeyoung’s legs, and draped it over him. Finally, he gently lifted Jaeyoung’s head to adjust his pillow into a better position—but then his eyes snapped wide open. 


  In one swift motion, Jaeyoung reached out, grabbed Sangwoo by the shoulder, and slammed him onto the bed.


  “What—?!”


  Sangwoo’s world flipped upside down in an instant, the ceiling abruptly coming into view. Before he could register what was happening, he’d already been pinned to the mattress. Now straddling his waist, Jaeyoung’s fingers were gripped tight around his wrists, holding them in place. 


  For what felt like forever, Jaeyoung said nothing.  He only glared down at Sangwoo from above.


   Sangwoo spoke first, feeling a desperate need to break the silence. “I thought you were asleep. I was going to cover you with a blanket and leave, that’s all.”


  “You got anything else to say for yourself?”


  Clearly, Jaeyoung had a specific answer he was looking for, but Sangwoo had no idea what he wanted to hear. And the options that came to mind…


  


  1. It’s completely unfair that you’re so angry just because I teased you for five minutes. You’re the one who used your twin to test my loyalty first.


  2. Why are you so mad when I didn’t actually cheat on you? Are you stupid?


  3. Did you forget our vacation starts tomorrow? Go pack your things, you lazy bum.


  


  He’d learned by now that stating facts wasn’t always the best solution to a problem. Humans were emotional creatures, and some were even more emotional than others. 


  In the end, he just chose to stay silent. 


  Jaeyoung’s eyes narrowed as he studied Sangwoo. “You just thought of something, didn’t you?”


  Again, Sangwoo didn’t reply.


  “It was something annoying, I bet.”


  Regardless of who was in the right, Sangwoo could see his fiancé was utterly furious. And unlike two years ago, when he’d mistakenly sold Jaeyoung’s limited-edition skateboard on a used-goods website and made him angry enough to hit a 4.0 on the scale, Sangwoo couldn’t solve this issue by simply buying a product back at seven times the price. This time, the thing causing Jaeyoung’s anger was purely imaginary, so there was no logical way to resolve the issue. 


  “Hey. Stop spacing out.”


  Jaeyoung grabbed Sangwoo’s face roughly, squishing his cheeks between his fingers. Normally, he would follow this action up with a teasing comment, like calling Sangwoo a baby pufferfish or something similar. 


  But not this time. His expression remained cold.


  Still, strangely enough, Sangwoo couldn’t help but smile. Jaeyoung’s most recent trip had lasted far too long. This level of closeness was something he’d been sorely missing. That an angry Jaeyoung was fulfilling his craving over a happy one wasn’t something he found himself particularly concerned about. 


  “Oh, so now you’re smirking at me?”


  Even a scowl couldn’t mar the handsomeness of Jaeyoung’s face. Sangwoo’s faint smile spread further across his lips as he reached up, brushing his fingertips over Jaeyoung’s forehead.


  Jaeyoung’s scowl only deepened. But Sangwoo paid the cranky expression no attention, pressing his thumb between his fiancé’s brows, tracing down the bridge of his nose, and finally cupping his hand around his cheek.


  “I missed you,” he whispered.


  “Don’t change the subject. If you think I’m gonna forget about what you just—”


  Ignoring him, Sangwoo leaned up to kiss him.


  Jaeyoung didn’t return his embrace, displeasure lingering in his eyes, but he didn’t move away either. 


  Sangwoo went to kiss him again, but this time Jaeyoung turned his head, and Sangwoo’s lips landed on his cheek instead. Sangwoo pressed two more kisses there anyway, not caring that he’d missed his target.


  “Hold on a—”


  Sangwoo drowned out the words with a shower of quick, light kisses, not stopping until Jaeyoung propped himself up on his arms, visibly flustered. And even then, he wrapped his arms tight around Jaeyoung’s neck and pulled him close.


  “Hey, will you just stop for a—”


  But Sangwoo had no intention of stopping. He kissed Jaeyoung all over, relentless in his attack, until Jaeyoung sighed and closed his eyes in defeat. Still, annoyance flickered in his face.


  “So that’s how you solve all your problems, huh?” Jaeyoung grumbled, narrowing his eyes. “You think you can get away with everything just by acting cute?”


  Despite all Jaeyoung’s posturing, Sangwoo could tell his anger was giving way to mild irritation. When he didn’t reply, the silence that settled over them was comfortable. 


  Sangwoo watched as Jaeyoung’s eyelids slowly lowered, then lifted again. Time itself seemed to have slowed. 


  “Just close your eyes so I can kiss you,” he whispered, brushing his fingers over Jaeyoung’s lips.


  Jaeyoung scoffed, but he still let his eyes slide shut.


  Sangwoo carefully pressed his mouth to Jaeyoung’s, slow and gentle. He knew by now it was the perfect strategy to wipe the irritation and petulance from Jaeyoung’s face and turn him back into a sweet, caring lover. 


  “See, you’re trying to kiss me into silence again…,” Jaeyoung mumbled.


  Sangwoo silenced him with an even deeper kiss. 


  Soon Jaeyoung’s lips curved under his. Even with his eyes closed, Sangwoo knew he was smiling.


  Just like that, Jaeyoung was kissing Sangwoo like nothing had happened between them at all. One of his hands lifted to cradle Sangwoo’s cheek as he slipped a knee between his legs. Meanwhile, an arm slipped around Sangwoo’s waist, holding him tightly enough to render him breathless for a moment. 


  For someone who had just been snarling and raging like an angry tiger, Sangwoo found himself thinking Jaeyoung’s touch was impossibly gentle.


  Eventually, their lips parted. Jaeyoung rested his chin on Sangwoo’s collarbone, gazing down at him with gentle eyes. As Sangwoo stared back, he imagined invisible ropes stretching out from Jaeyoung and wrapping around him. Willingly bound, he sank into Jaeyoung’s warmth like an animal seeking out the heat of a fire in the cold.


  Years had passed since their first meeting, and Jaeyoung was no longer as young as when they’d first met. But his handsome face, so colorful and expressive, now carried traces of the time he and Sangwoo had spent together. 


  Sangwoo loved watching him change day by day. It had already been seven years since he’d come down with this sweet affliction that was called love, and he had long abandoned any search for a cure. So what if his world was slightly distorted and illogical? It didn’t matter as long as he was with Jaeyoung.


  “Choo Sangwoo.”


  “Yes?”


  “Don’t ever pull something like that again.”


  He’d never thought he would find himself being scolded by Jaeyoung because of a simple joke. But though Sangwoo had plenty of retorts he could toss back at him, he knew that when Jaeyoung was acting this immature, it was better to play along than argue.


  He nodded, and Jaeyoung’s large hand slowly came up to rest over his eyes.


  “I know you didn’t actually do anything. But the mere thought of you looking at someone else like that makes me sick.”


  “Even just imagining it?”


  “Yes. So don’t make me go there.”


  “I won’t.”


  At Sangwoo’s obedient response, the hand covering his eyes moved up to gently stroke over the top of his head.


  He’s such a strange man.




  Jaeyoung had a habit of ignoring raw data and putting blind faith in his intuition. But from Sangwoo’s perspective, his judgments were rarely accurate.


  For instance, Jaeyoung had a habit of directing suspicious glares at everyone, from office workers to fast food employees, under the assumption that they were flirting with Sangwoo. Yet out of the countless people he had been paranoid about over the years, only about 0.8%  had actually shown any signs of interest. And in the case of Mike Connerman, he hadn’t been flirting with Sangwoo at all. The two of them had been archenemies.


  What mattered, in any case, was that Sangwoo had always been indifferent to everyone except his lover.


  No rational person would expect a system that had functioned with perfect consistency for eighty-one months to suddenly produce a different output. Still, Sangwoo understood that Jaeyoung’s jealousy wasn’t a product of logical reasoning but of boredom. Jealousy was an indulgence that fed his imagination and stimulated his mind, much like how other people found inspiration and enjoyment from watching a movie or playing VR games.


  Of course, Sangwoo didn’t say any of this out loud, mainly because he was the type who trusted data over intuition. And in situations like this, the data told him exactly what he should say.


  “I love you.”


  Jaeyoung blinked a few times, then averted his eyes, staring intently at a pillow as though it had suddenly become fascinating.


  “I said I love you.”


  Ignoring him, Jaeyoung closed his eyes and quietly nestled into Sangwoo’s arms.


  


  MINOR DEBUGGING COMPLETE. SYSTEM STABILIZED.


  


  In romantic relationships, maintenance was just as important as new development. As a relationship veteran of seven years, Sangwoo had no trouble successfully resolving yet another instance of conflict. Of course, Jaeyoung did have a tendency to hold grudges, so it was likely he would bring things back up later, but for now, the worst was behind them.


  A moment passed, then Jaeyoung pressed his nose against the nape of Sangwoo’s neck and sniffed him. His face creased with visible traces of satisfaction.


  “You smell good… It’s been too long.”


  First, he throws a tantrum, and now he’s acting like a puppy, Sangwoo mused. But if there was anyone who could get away with anything just by acting cute, it was Jaeyoung.


  Pressing soft kisses along Sangwoo’s neck, Jaeyoung grabbed him by the shoulders and rolled him onto his back.


  Something more passionate seemed to be incoming, but Sangwoo’s expectations were upended when Jaeyoung only tugged his T-shirt down slightly and held him in a gentle embrace. Still, it wasn’t long before he realized exactly what his fiancé was up to. 


  At the base of Sangwoo’s neck, usually hidden beneath his shirt collar, was a tattoo of an intricately designed letter J.


  They were both possessive lovers, but their methods of claiming ownership differed. Sangwoo sought legal recognition of their relationship, while Jaeyoung was happy having his initial carved into Sangwoo’s body, where he could bite it from time to time. 


  Neither of them fully understood the other’s reasoning, but they still respected it.


  The next few minutes stretched long as Jaeyoung bit and licked at Sangwoo’s neck like he’d transformed from a puppy to a large dog. 


  Sangwoo quietly endured the ticklish sensation. He didn’t mind Jaeyoung acting like a mindless animal, butthe experience would have been much improved if his fiancé had at least pretended that said mindlessness was because he’d gone into heat.


  “Writing your name on something just to reaffirm your ownership of it still seems a very childish concept,” Sangwoo finally commented.


  “Shush. I can do whatever I want.”


  “I’m just saying there are more age-appropriate methods.”


  “Such as?”


  The playful tone in Jaeyoung’s voice made it clear he’d caught on, as usual. 


  In Sangwoo’s opinion, Jaeyoung enjoyed teasing him more than working at his actual occupation. But he avoided the trap Jaeyoung had laid effortlessly.


  “Signing our marriage papers, for instance.”


  “We can do that in the winter. What about right now?”


  Jaeyoung’s fingers, which had been lingering on Sangwoo’s neck, slid down his back and gently tickled his waist. 


  Sangwoo shifted slightly. “We could have a mature discussion.”


  “Oh? All right.”


  “Huh?”


  “I was planning to initiate sex in…about a minute, but I guess we’ll just have a mature discussion instead.”


  “No!” Sangwoo yelled without thinking.


  He jerked back to look at Jaeyoung’s face, only to find him laughing with a fist over his mouth. 


  The sight was endearing—but also slightly irritating. Sangwoo’s lover seemed infinitely more interested in yanking his chain rather than having sex with him. 


  Early in their relationship, Jaeyoung had pounced on him whenever he’d gotten the chance and tried to rip Sangwoo’s clothes off if he took too long to get undressed. But things had changed. Sangwoo understood logically that Jaeyoung was tired and that sexual desire tended to decrease after long periods of sleep deprivation. But after waiting all week, he couldn’t help feeling disappointed.


  Jaeyoung, who had been watching him quietly, flicked the tip of his nose with a finger.


  “I heard you said some weird shit to Jaehong.”


  “Such as?”


  “He seemed to think we were in an asexual relationship. Ridiculous, right?”


  “I never said anything to that effect. But it’s true, isn’t it?”


  “Okay, most people wouldn’t say something that drastic after two days without sex.”


  “It’s been seven days. One hundred and fifty-six hours.”


  “So phone sex doesn’t count, huh? I guess you are a physical guy…”


  The hand Jaeyoung had been resting on Sangwoo’s stomach twitched to life, its fingers slipping inside Sangwoo’s jeans like a snake, circling his hip, and trailing between the curves of his ass.


  “Also, wanna explain why you compared me to a fungus?”


  “I simply meant you turned out to be unexpectedly useful, despite my first impression.”


  “Hmm. Better than calling me a bug in your system, I guess.”


  Jaeyoung’s fingers shifted, gliding slowly along the sensitive skin of Sangwoo’s inner thigh before brushing against his testicles. Then, little by little, at an agonizingly slow pace, they moved up toward his penis, lightly tapping the hardening shaft. 


  Sangwoo tensed and drew in a deep breath. Jaeyoung’s eyes lingered on his face as he flicked Sangwoo’s penis again.


  “What else…? You told him that you would’ve pounced on me if I’d been dressed like him?”


  Sangwoo didn’t reply, confused as to why Jaehong had felt the need to share their private conversation with a third party. He felt heat bloom in his cheeks.


  “If I put that outfit back on, will you pounce on me? Hmm?”


  It was impossible to tell whether Jaeyoung was joking or not. For a moment, Sangwoo was tempted to agree, but he wasn’t foolish enough to walk into such an obvious trap. He deliberately looked away, not taking the bait.


  “I didn’t mean it. I prefer you naked, like you are now.”


  “Really?”


  He nodded firmly.


  “Then I’ll just throw those clothes in the trash, I guess… Even though they’re expensive…”


  Sangwoo bit his lip. “Sure.”


  Jaeyoung smiled teasingly. Sliding his thumb over Sangwoo’s fully hardened penis, he whispered, “Or should I go put them on now? That outfit’s your favorite sort, right? Classy and neat? I mean, if it’d make you happy…”


  Sangwoo pressed his lips together, trying to suppress his excited breathing. Unfortunately, he felt his nostrils flaring instead.


  Jaeyoung stared at him expressionlessly for a moment, then added, “But there are two conditions.”


  “O-okay.”


  “One. The following words are forbidden: affair, adultery, cheating, infidelity. Statements referring to my twin are also prohibited. And if you slip up during sex, I’m packing my things and sleeping on the street for our entire vacation.”


  Sangwoo shook his head quickly. “I won’t. I swear I won’t.”


  Jaeyoung just rolled his eyes, seemingly irritated. 


  “What’s the second condition?” Sangwoo asked hesitantly.


  “I’ll tell you later.”


  As Sangwoo tried to guess what it might be, his vision suddenly went dark. It took him a moment to realize Jaeyoung had tossed the blanket over his head and jumped off the bed. 


  There was a heavy thud. The mattress shook.


  “Stay there for ten seconds. Think dirty thoughts.”


  “Okay.”


  Sangwoo was burning with impatience, but he had no choice except to close his eyes. Ten seconds felt impossibly long, but he counted each number diligently.


  Just as he hit nine, Jaeyoung said from somewhere nearby, “Fifteen more seconds.”


  “What?”


  “No peeking.”


  How long could it possibly take to put on an outfit? Sangwoo felt himself growing annoyed, but he started counting from one again. 


  The fifteen seconds crawled by. But once again, just before he reached fifteen, Jaeyoung called out to him in a loud voice.


  “Ten more seconds!”


  He has to be doing this on purpose to torment me, Sangwoo decided. He didn’t even care about the outfit anymore. He just wanted the man wearing it.


  “Can’t you just come here?”


  “Be patient.”


  “I’m erect.”


  “Yeah. I saw.”


  “I don’t know if I can keep waiting.”


  “Just another moment… All done.”


  Sangwoo immediately flung off the blanket and opened his eyes.


  “Oh…”


  Jaeyoung stood there before him, arms crossed, wearing the gray suit pants he’d discarded earlier and a fitted white dress shirt. The tie was knotted neatly at his collar. He’d even smoothed out his hair.


  Before Sangwoo could speak, Jaeyoung strode toward the bed.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  “Y-yes?”


  “I heard something concerning earlier.”


  With his hands casually in his pockets, Jaeyoung perched on the edge of the bed. The gray silk fabric of his pants stretched tight over his thighs, clearly outlining the shape of his erect penis, which had been tucked to the side.


  “Is it true you were admiring another man?”


  “Huh?”


  Sangwoo was too flustered to argue the ambiguity of the verb “admiring.” And it was objectively true that he had stolen glances at Jaehong, even if it had only been because he looked exactly like his twin.


  Jaeyoung’s brow furrowed, and he pressed one finger to Sangwoo’s forehead until he relaxed onto the bed. Then, planting his palms on either side of Sangwoo’s shoulders, he leaned over him. The white fabric of the fitted shirt pulled taut against his muscles, revealing a glimpse of the elaborate S tattooed on the left side of his chest and his inked right arm.


  “Well…? Is it true?”


  Jaeyoung’s bangs fell over his handsome forehead, casting a shadow over his light brown eyes. His hand stroked Sangwoo’s cheek with an unnerving gentleness, while his face remained cold and unsmiling.


  “I wasn’t thinking. He just looked so much like you, that’s all…”


  “So you found him fascinating?”


  “Y-yes.”


  “Then it wasn’t your fault.”


  “Exactly!”


  “And it’s not my fault for getting jealous either, Sangwoo-ya. If anything, it’s your fault.”


  Sangwoo didn’t reply, stunned into silence.


  “Since you made me mad, what do you think happens next…?”


  “Are you still angry at me?”


  Ignoring him, Jaeyoung continued, a crooked smile twisting his lips, “You deserve to be punished, right?”


  Though his fiancé’s face held a chilling edge, Sangwoo found himself thinking it strangely suited the current composed, restrained image he gave with all the buttons of his shirt fastened. In that moment, Jaeyoung was perfect to him in every way except for the fact that he was talking nonsense.


  Sangwoo nodded in frantic agreement, not because he was admitting guilt, but because he wanted to receive his punishment as quickly as possible.


  “Strip.”


  Discarding his T-shirt, pants, and underwear one by one, Sangwoo folded each garment neatly. Jaeyoung watched him the whole time, never looking away even once. 


  Suddenly feeling embarrassed, Sangwoo took a stack of “supplies” from the side table, placed them beside the pillow, then slipped into the bed and under the blanket.


  It was time for Jaeyoung’s next instruction. “Hands up,” he ordered. 


  Without hesitation, Sangwoo lifted both arms straight into the air. He had already experienced how it felt to be disciplined during intercourse during his and Jaeyoung’s teacher and troublemaker role-play. However, Sangwoo’s part had required some real acting; Jaeyoung had only pretended to hit him and kept tickling him instead. 


  Jaeyoung slowly unbuckled his belt, drawing it out. Without breaking eye contact, he gripped the leather in both hands and snapped it taut.


  “Higher.”


  Sangwoo obeyed, the backs of his hands brushing the cold metal of the bed. 


  Jaeyoung grabbed both wrists, pulled them toward the headboard, and tied them there with the belt.


  Though he wriggled his arms a few times, Sangwoo found his wrists didn’t budge. It was a bit of an alarming position, but he tried his best to appear unaffected. Jaeyoung had restrained him before during their cop and robber role-play, but he hadn’t been strapped to the bed like this. 




  “You being tied up like that is the second condition. Wanna back out?”


  “No,” Sangwoo answered immediately.


  Jaeyoung let out a faint chuckle as he reached toward Sangwoo’s forehead. His index finger brushed the space between Sangwoo’s brows and slowly traced downward along the bridge of his nose. Next, he pressed his fingertip against Sangwoo’s lips, let it linger briefly at his chin, then continued to trace it down toward his neck.


  Sangwoo shivered slightly and turned his head away. It was more than Jaeyoung’s touch tickling his collarbone. It was the way Jaeyoung was looking at him, expression completely serious, that made him so nervous he couldn’t help but fidget a bit. 


  Very slowly, Jaeyoung’s thumb traveled down Sangwoo’s chest and brushed against his nipple. At the graze, Sangwoo held his breath without meaning to.


  Jaeyoung watched Sangwoo’s face closely as he slowly moved his finger. Before his eyes, Sangwoo’s breathing grew heavy. His lips began to tremble.


  The more Jaeyoung teased Sangwoo’s nipple with his thumb, rubbing in slow circles, the more the little bud of flesh stiffened. Sangwoo bit his lower lip to keep from making a sound. 


  Catching on to what he was doing, Jaeyoung gave Sangwoo’s nipple a firm pinch, gazing straight into his eyes the whole while.


  “Nngh…!”


  Sangwoo tried to twist away, but with his wrists bound, he found he couldn’t move at all. Above him, he saw the skin of Jaeyoung’s neck flush red.


  With a sudden urgency, Jaeyoung tossed the blanket aside and straddled Sangwoo’s thighs. Then he lowered his head.


  Extending his tongue, Jaeyoung swiped it over Sangwoo’s nipple, giving it a long lick, then began flicking his tongue rapidly. 


  Silence hung hot and heavy in the air. The only sounds were the metallic clink of the belt buckle hitting the iron bedframe whenever Sangwoo flinched and the faint rustle of sheets.


  Sangwoo tried desperately not to moan, but when Jaeyoung sucked his now-hardened nipple into his mouth, he couldn’t hold it back any longer.


  “Agh…!”


  Jaeyoung continued to move his tongue with practiced ease, shifting from one side of Sangwoo’s chest to the other. Now and then, aroused to the point he could no longer hold himself back, he’d switch to gentle nibbles. 


  The torment was relentless. Combined with the obscene noises and the unbelievably sexy sight of Jaeyoung above him, Sangwoo’s pleasure spiked so high that precum leaked from the tip of his penis and ran down his inner thigh.


  All Sangwoo wanted was to reach down and wrap a hand around himself to relieve the building pressure, but he could only buck his hips desperately. Gritting his teeth, he ground his penis against Jaeyoung’s groin.


  “Hey… Stay still.”


  Jaeyoung’s hand swept down Sangwoo’s sweaty back and slipped between the cheeks of his butt. It was only then that Sangwoo realized Jaeyoung had managed to roll a condom over his fingers at some point during his ministrations. 


  Seconds later, something slick and wet pressed inside him. 


  Jaeyoung looked up at Sangwoo’s face, eyes intent and searching, even as he continued to nibble at his nipple.


  Sangwoo shut his eyes tight and turned his head to the side. He’d thought he had long since become desensitized to embarrassment through the countless perverted acts he and Jaeyoung had committed together, but for some reason, now he was having a distinct urge to crawl into a hole. The fact that he was currently completely naked, arms raised and bound above him, while Jaeyoung remained fully dressed in a buttoned-up suit, was certainly a contributing factor.


  “Why are you closing your eyes, baby? Sleepy?” Jaeyoung whispered as he inserted another finger. His fingertips pressed deep, brushing against a spot that made Sangwoo jolt, then slid back out.


  Sangwoo cracked his eyes open and took a quick peek in Jaeyoung’s direction—but was immediately caught. 


  “What’s there to be embarrassed about?” Jaeyoung whispered. “We do this all the time.”


  “It’s…been an entire week. That’s why.”


  “You sure about that?”


  A moan was all Sangwoo could summon in reply. 


  “Hmm… Doesn’t sound like you are.”


  Jaeyoung’s fingers began to move faster, sliding even deeper as they sought out all of Sangwoo’s most sensitive spots.


  The sensation of those long digits thrusting in and out of him, just like a penis would, was enough to make Sangwoo squeeze his eyes shut and bury his face in the closest pillow. If he could have, he would’ve hidden his eyes behind his hands to block out both Jaeyoung’s stare and the humiliating sight of his own penis dripping. But with his arms bound, he was helpless. 


  The situation was anything but fair.


  The quiet room filled with wet, sticky noises and Sangwoo’s suppressed whimpers. Soon Jaeyoung’s heavy breathing was paired with them.


  Sangwoo opened his eyes slightly. Jaeyoung’s face above him was flushed, his gaze dark and intense. Looking down, he saw that the gray fabric of his pants was soaked through with precum.


  “Hyung, enough… Please…”


  “Hmm?”


  Sangwoo stretched a trembling leg and pressed his toes against Jaeyoung’s groin. Using his foot, he traced the shape of the penis straining against the damp fabric below, sliding along the hard shaft. 


  Jaeyoung’s hand finally came to a halt. “What, you want a taste?”


  Sangwoo nodded quickly, and Jaeyoung’s fingers slid out as he hastily unfastened his pants and yanked them down to his thighs. 


  Shutting his eyes, Sangwoo braced himself. But suddenly, a shadow fell over his face—and then Jaeyoung’s hot, throbbing penis pushed between his lips instead of inside the waiting hole below.


  This is not what I meant! Sangwoo yelped internally, but the only sound that escaped his throat was a stifled moan. 


  Ignoring Sangwoo’s furrowed brows, Jaeyoung pushed his thick penis even deeper into his mouth.


  When he was in a sour mood, Jaeyoung was basically a tyrant in bed. And judging by his current actions, his domineering tendencies had just hit max level.


  Sangwoo tried to purse his lips around the erection pulsating between his lips, but the task—which he struggled with on a good day—was made nearly impossible in the face of Jaeyoung’s anger.


  “You like that taste?”


  No…


  But Jaeyoung hadn’t been waiting for an answer. He began to thrust.


  Sangwoo had performed oral sex on Jaeyoung many times now, but it never seemed to get easier. After all, a human mouth couldn’t grow larger through effort, nor could Jaeyoung’s girth be willed smaller.


  Sangwoo’s throat constricted, instinctively trying to push Jaeyoung out, but he only forced himself deeper. Though it was a simple, objective fact that his penis was too long to completely fit in Sangwoo’s mouth, his insistence on moving forward never wavered. 


  When Sangwoo shut his eyes from the pain, Jaeyoung used a thumb to force his lids back open. He attempted to avoid eye contact instead, but Jaeyoung roughly fisted his hair and tilted his head back until their gazes locked, refusing to let him even have that.


  “Nngh… Hah!”


  The louder Jaeyoung’s moans grew, the harder Sangwoo became. Though he was in pain, the sight of his lover moaning in pleasure, sweat dripping from his chin, was one he found impossibly sexy. 


  Just imagining the rock-hard penis between his lips thrusting into his hole made heat pool in Sangwoo’s lower abdomen. On impulse, he tried to lower his arms, only to remember they were bound to the bedframe.


  Once again…this is completely unfair.


  Here he was, being punished for an imaginary affair. But Sangwoo knew from past data that trying to reason with Jaeyoung when he was like this was a useless endeavor. The only way to cajole him out of it was to let him do as he pleased until his anger subsided. 


  Sangwoo opened his mouth wider, hoping to placate his lover. But just then, Jaeyoung suddenly pulled back.


  “Spread…your legs.”


  Breaths coming in harsh, ragged gasps, Jaeyoung glanced around wildly. When he finally located the condom wrapper, he tore it open, hastily rolled it onto his penis, and gripped Sangwoo’s thighs hard enough to leave a bruise.


  It almost seemed impossible, watching Jaeyoung roughly rubbing the tip of that massive shaft against his tight entrance, to think it would actually fit inside. But Sangwoo’s body remembered the countless times it had done just that, and the blinding pleasure that had followed.


  It was clear that Jaeyoung’s composure had all but disappeared. He grabbed Sangwoo’s ankle and threw it over his shoulder. Then, spreading Sangwoo’s buttocks open with both hands, he thrust into him without warning.


  “Unngh!”


  Even though Sangwoo had been trying to prepare himself, a ragged moan still slipped out from between his teeth. 


  Jaeyoung reached out impatiently to cup Sangwoo’s cheek, then slowly slid his hand downward. Brow furrowing, he grabbed the lube and squeezed far more than necessary over his own penis.


  Seizing hold of Sangwoo’s arms, chin resting on Sangwoo’s shoulder, Jaeyoung thrust forward again, forcing his thick shaft deeper into Sangwoo’s body.


  Sangwoo jolted. “W-wait, it hurts… Slower… Mmph!”


  Jaeyoung hastily sealed Sangwoo’s lips with his own, not willing to hold back for even a moment. 


  As the pressure below surged to a fever pitch, Sangwoo’s eyes clouded with tears. Above his head, the belt buckle clattered loudly against the metal frame of the bed.


  This wasn’t their first time, far from it, but still, he found the sensations overwhelming. But whether that was because it had been too long since they’d last come together or because Jaeyoung was especially worked up tonight, Sangwoo couldn’t tell.


  Finally, with one more unforgiving thrust, Jaeyoung drove himself in to the hilt. Only then did he lean back slightly, freeing Sangwoo’s lips.


  “So fucking tight, Sangwoo-ya… It’s like you’re trying to cut my dick off. But you wouldn’t want that, would you?”


  Sangwoo blinked weakly, struggling to even keep his eyes open. The intensity of the initial penetration had been so intense it felt like all the energy had been drained out of him—but hearing Jaeyoung’s husky voice, his arousal heated to a simmer again.


  The view before him only intensified his desire. Jaeyoung’s temples beaded with sweat. Jaeyoung’s chest rising and falling on rough breaths. Jaeyoung’s eyes wild and unfocused below a furrowed brow and a swathe of messy dark-brown hair. Jaeyoung’s perfectly tailored white dress shirt, sticking to his chest and soaked through with sweat…


  Just looking at him made Sangwoo’s penis throb.


  Wow… This is like having an affair legally, Sangwoo thought. He’d used one of the forbidden words, but he couldn’t help himself.


  Unfortunately, Jaeyoung seemed to read his mind. His expression tightened.


  “I’m gonna need you to tell me what just ran through your head.”


  “I-it was nothing.”


  “Spit it out.”


  When Sangwoo just shook his head in refusal, Jaeyoung’s eyes narrowed.


  Sensing he had no choice but to answer, Sangwoo finally replied, “I was just thinking that although it appears like we’re committing an immoral act, we’re operating within the bounds of the law. That’s all.”


  “Mm-hmm… I see. So you’re turned on because it feels like you’re fucking another guy?”


  Of course, Jaeyoung had twisted his words in the worst way possible. His attempt at deflection had only poured oil on Jaeyoung’s blazing fire.


  At times like this, logical persuasion was completely ineffective. Sangwoo quickly put on his most pitiful puppy-dog expression.


  “I’m sorry, Jaeyoung-sunbae. Please forgive me.”


  Unfortunately, in the face of Sangwoo’s sincere plea, Jaeyoung seemed entirely unmoved. With a cold smirk, he slipped his fingers between his tie and collar and tugged.


  Keeping his eyes locked on Sangwoo, Jaeyoung fully undid the tie. Then, after gathering the long strip of fabric in his hands, he placed the wide portion over Sangwoo’s eyes and tied the ends behind his head.


  Darkness swallowed Sangwoo’s world.


  He had experienced being blindfolded once before, when he and Jaeyoung had engaged in a bit of pirate and captive role-play, but he’d been free to move around as he pleased back then. He understood Jaeyoung was upset, but stacking so many restrictions on him at once was flat-out unreasonable.


  Now unable to see, Sangwoo roughly estimated where Jaeyoung’s face might be and began to protest.


  “I don’t think this is fair. Given my current condition, I don’t have enough autonomy to actually enjoy our intercourse. Could you at least drop the word restrictions or remove one of the restrain—?”


  Jaeyoung’s only answer was to pull out slightly, then ram back in to the hilt.


  The sudden thrust forced a cry from Sangwoo’s lips. He instinctively tried to close his legs but was foiled when Jaeyoung swiftly snatched up one foot and hooked it over his shoulder, leaning in even closer.


  Now, not only were Sangwoo’s hands bound, but he was essentially bent in half.


  And then Jaeyoung began to thrust.


  “W-wait, wait… That hurts!”


  In a very out-of-character move, Jaeyoung continued to plunge his shaft into Sangwoo with brutal force, not holding back an inch. His usual gentle and slow approach, wherein he showered Sangwoo’s body with gentle kisses until he relaxed, was nowhere to be seen. Instead, he swooped in rough and savage from the very beginning.


  Sangwoo tried to endure it, biting down hard on his lower lip, but tears pooled in his eyes anyway as pain mixed with unbearable stimulation.


  Somehow, Jaeyoung’s penis kept slamming into the same exact spot—one that made Sangwoo’s entire body jolt.




  The two of them had been sleeping together in every form and fashion imaginable for the past seven years. By this point, Sangwoo knew Jaeyoung understood his body better than he himself did.


  Not wanting Jaeyoung to see how aroused being blindfolded and bound made him, Sangwoo tried to suppress his moans, but one escaped anyway. Panting, he shook his head back and forth in a silent plea. 


  Jaeyoung’s lips brushed against his temple. “Honey, what’s my name?”


  Sangwoo kept his mouth shut, stubbornly refusing to reply. It was a stupid question. Why would he waste his time answering it?


  When he didn’t respond, Jaeyoung paused for a fraction of a second, then drove his shaft into Sangwoo so hard it sent his entire body rocking and drove a muffled shout from his lips. 


  “I said…what’s my name?”


  Sangwoo’s only reply was to grind his teeth together and shake his head. 


  Grabbing him by the back of the neck, Jaeyoung began thrusting in and out of him again, wet, squelching noises filling the air. Instantly, Sangwoo lost whatever composure he’d had left.


  “A-ah… Ah! Ngh…”


  Even as Jaeyoung moved ruthlessly, both his arms wrapped securely around Sangwoo’s waist, holding him close, his lips gliding from cheek to jaw. His harsh, hot breath whooshed against Sangwoo’s ear, as fierce as a lion’s growl. 


  Now that Sangwoo couldn’t see, every one of his other senses was amplified. His world was entirely made up of Jaeyoung’s weight pressing down on him, Jaeyoung’s scent, the sound of Jaeyoung’s heavy breathing, the wet sounds of their union, the metallic rattle of the bedframe, the feeling of Jaeyoung’s sweat-soaked shirt clinging to his skin….and finally, the sensation of Jaeyoung driving into him and slamming straight into the sweet spot that sent shocks up Sangwoo’s spine.


  “Hnngh… Hyung… J-Jang Jaeyoung…!”


  “Yeah,” Jaeyoung panted, voice ragged. “That’s right.”


  Forgetting that his hands were bound, Sangwoo kept trying to reach up, wanting to wrap his arms around Jaeyoung’s neck. When it clicked that he couldn’t, he spread his thighs as wide as he could instead, drawing Jaeyoung in even deeper.


  “Ah, ahh!”


  For an instant, agony hit. It was like he was being split in two. But in a mere moment, it dissolved into pure ecstasy. 


  Only one person in this world could give him this kind of pleasure. 


  Jaeyoung thrust deeper, grabbing Sangwoo’s hair and yanking his head back. His tongue pressed into Sangwoo’s mouth without warning, swift and merciless. 


  Sangwoo dove into the kiss, sucking desperately, even as he matched the rhythm of Jaeyoung’s hips with his own.


  Wet, lewd sounds continued to fill the room. Sweat clung to their chests, making their bodies stick together. Drool flooded past Sangwoo’s lips and ran down his chin.


  The overwhelming sensations numbed Sangwoo’s mind, erasing his embarrassment and even his resentment at the unfairness of it all. If there was anything he wanted to complain about, it was only that he couldn’t see Jaeyoung’s face.


  “Sangwoo-ya…”


  Jaeyoung’s voice came out strained and low, almost hidden between his moans. 


  Is he…getting even bigger? Sangwoo thought incredulously. 


  Despite having been coated with an excessive amount of lube, Jaeyoung had to fight his way forward with every thrust. The friction was so intense that Sangwoo felt like Jaeyoung’s penis was scraping against his insides as it made its way in and out. 


  “The one fucking you…is me,” Jaeyoung growled.


  “Mm…!”


  “Don’t you dare…confuse me with anyone else.”


  “Hnngh… Shut…up.”


  Even forming coherent thoughts was a chore. Instead, Sangwoo slammed his hips down to meet Jaeyoung’s thrusts. 


  The sensation of being pried open, of his flesh being dragged against and pushed on from inside and out, made him shudder and shake his head. Each time their bodies rammed together, goosebumps erupted across his skin, his entire body trembling. 


  A part of Sangwoo wanted to shove Jaeyoung away, devour him, climb on top of him… But above all, he wanted to see his face and touch him.


  “Unngh… No…don’t like it…”


  “Don’t like what? I know you’re enjoying this.”


  “Hyung… Ngh…!I-I want to see you…”


  Jaeyoung ignored the tearful plea. But even worse, the request only seemed to fuel his fire. Releasing a harsh breath against Sangwoo’s ear, he began to thrust even faster than before.


  “Hngh, a-ah…! Hyung, please, please…”


  Jaeyoung’s movements sped up so much that Sangwoo couldn’t even try to match them anymore. His body rocked back and forth helplessly, the rattling of the bedframe echoing in his ears. He tried clenching his teeth, but he couldn’t stop his tearful moans from escaping, and they slowly turned to sobs.


  Climax hit Sangwoo hard, much sooner than he was used to. And though he desperately tried to hold it back, with his hands bound high above his head, he had no real way to rein it in. The dam of his determination was nowhere near strong enough to withstand the relentless waves of pleasure.


  A white rush of ecstasy washed over him, drowning out all other sensation. His body felt adrift, covered in tears, sweat, cum, and an ever-rising tide of euphoric bliss. 


  A sob ripped free from Sangwoo’s throat, partly due to surprise, partly because Jaeyoung—asshole that he was—still hadn’t obeyed his pleas to release him from the bedframe.


  Jaeyoung went still, his penis buried deep inside Sangwoo. Then, after a moment passed, Sangwoo felt his lover’s lips brush over his cheekbone. Jaeyoung’s tongue licked over his tear-stained skin, then traveled down to his jaw.


  Seconds later, light flooded back into Sangwoo’s world.


  Sangwoo met Jaeyoung’s eyes, his own vision blurred with tears, as Jaeyoung reached up to his face and wiped Sangwoo’s cum from his cheek. He pressed his fingers to his own lips, lapping up the fluid.


  “Aw, were you worried I’d be thirsty?”


  “I told you I didn’t like it…!” Sangwoo yelled hoarsely.


  “There, there. It’s all right. You were perfect.”


  Jaeyoung grinned and wrapped his hands around Sangwoo’s waist, lifting him slightly. The movement shifted his penis, still buried inside Sangwoo, pressing the tip against a sensitive spot.


  Sangwoo squeezed his eyes shut and groaned. His own penis was already stirring back to life.


  “Hyung, wait…”


  “What?”


  “Untie…my hands. I don’t like being restrained.”


  “No way! That’s your punishment for trying to prank me.”


  “Untie me, asshole.”


  Jaeyoung scoffed in what seemed to be disbelief, but Sangwoo was crying too hard to tell definitively through his tears. When he blinked, the moisture gathered at the corners of his eyes rolled down his cheeks.


  “You think a few tears solve everything, huh?” Jaeyoung muttered softly.


  He leaned down and pressed a gentle kiss to the corner of Sangwoo’s eye, his demeanor a stark contrast from the mercilessness he’d presented just moments before. After slowly licking away Sangwoo’s tears, he reached out and finally unfastened the belt securing his wrists to the bedframe.


  Sangwoo immediately looped his arms around Jaeyoung’s neck and clung to him tightly, like they’d been apart for years.


  Jaeyoung let out an incredulous laugh. “You’re lucky you’re so pretty.”


  “Just kiss me, you idiot.”


  “Yes, Mr. Choo.”


  Jaeyoung caught Sangwoo’s lips with his, diving into a deep kiss even as he hoisted him up in one smooth motion.


  Sangwoo had expected the sight of him crying would make Jaeyoung treat him with more gentleness, but the image seemed to have had the opposite effect. Apparently, his tears had only served to relight the fire of Jaeyoung’s arousal. 


  Holding Sangwoo’s body in the air, Jaeyoung thrust into him again with a wet squelch. 


  Still clinging tightly to Jaeyoung’s shoulders, Sangwoo slammed his own hips down, desperate to drive Jaeyoung’s penis inside him even faster.


  “Sangwoo-ya…try to control yourself, will you?”


  “Mm, hnngh… Ah!”


  “You’re way too sexy… Gonna make me come early,” Jaeyoung whispered as he spread Sangwoo’s buttocks apart.


  Each of Jaeyoung’s thrusts seemed to sink deeper than the last. Even with his hold around Jaeyoung’s neck, Sangwoo’s entire body bounced up and down with every rough movement.


  A faint smile spread across Jaeyoung’s face as he softly kissed Sangwoo’s swollen, tormented lips. Even as his penis invaded Sangwoo ruthlessly, his tongue remained gentle as he lapped at the tear-stained skin around Sangwoo’s eyes. 


  But though it seemed like Jaeyoung had returned to his affectionate, gentle self, his relentless rhythm only quickened.


  “A-ah! Hyung… Hngh!”


  “You like that, honey?”


  “Y-yeah… Yeah.”


  As he gripped the back of Sangwoo’s head, Jaeyoung’s gaze turned hooded and hazy. It seemed like he could barely keep his eyes open, yet his hips never stopped moving, propelled by a single-minded determination. 


  Their fingers intertwined as their lips locked, their breathing synced in a rhythm that pulled Sangwoo back to the precarious edge of pleasure all over again.


  It was just too much. Sangwoo squeezed his eyes shut, but a large hand caught his face, holding him in place. 


  He’d almost forgotten: Jaeyoung was always demanding he not look away. 


  Forcing his eyes open with some difficulty, Sangwoo met Jaeyoung’s gaze. 


  The corners of Jaeyoung’s eyes drooped in a gentle curve as he smiled. It was a shockingly soft, innocent smile, utterly out of place during such intense intercourse.


  Sangwoo couldn’t help but smile back, forgetting that he’d been crying just moments ago.


  Jaeyoung’s eyes unfocused, a dazed look spreading over his face. He parted his lips, paused, then abandoned whatever he had to say and abruptly pressed Sangwoo back down onto the mattress. His thrusts sped up even faster, and when he lowered his mouth to Sangwoo’s neck, he sucked at the skin there hard enough to sting.


  “You’re doing this with me…and only me…for the rest of your life. Got it?”


  “Ah… Nngh! A-ah!”


  “If you even dare to cheat on me…I swear I’m gonna…”


  “Enough with the…cheating…!”


  Sangwoo’s fingers tightened around Jaeyoung’s even as his body started to shiver uncontrollably. He burrowed his forehead into Jaeyoung’s shoulder and squeezed his eyes shut—only for Jaeyoung to react by shoving his fingers into his mouth.


  Sangwoo bit down hard, wrapping his arms tightly around Jaeyoung’s neck. 


  He couldn’t hold out any longer.


  As Jaeyoung whispered Sangwoo’s name in his ear and drove all the way inside him again, blinding pleasure flooded through Sangwoo from head to toe. Everything burned. His mind, his body…every part of him was filled with Jaeyoung. The pleasure was overwhelming, nearly suffocating.


  “Hahhh… Mm…”


  Jaeyoung held him tightly for a long time. Then suddenly he lifted his head and found Sangwoo’s lips again. His fingers tangled in Sangwoo’s hair, then his palm slipped up to cup Sangwoo’s cheek.


  They were both so out of breath their lips had to part every few seconds, only to reconnect immediately. Then Jaeyoung randomly started acting like some strange, angry cat, nibbling at spots all over Sangwoo’s cheeks, nose, and lips. 


  It was only a long while later that Sangwoo finally found himself able to comment on the intercourse.


  His voice came out hoarse and cracked. “You must have been desperate while you were on that business trip, Hyung.”


  “Hey, you’re one to talk. I’m pretty sure I remember you crying about not being able to see my face,” Jaeyoung replied with a teasing chuckle. His hair was soaked with sweat, and his chest still heaved up and down like someone who had sprinted for miles.


  Grimacing, Jaeyoung finally pulled out. 


  “I’m sweating balls,” he grunted.


  He began unbuttoning his shirt, but after undoing just a few buttons, he seemed to lose patience and started yanking at it like the garment was a simple T-shirt instead. 


  The fabric, completely soaked and clinging to his skin, was unsurprisingly difficult to remove. Before long, a ripping sound tore through the air.


  “Why does he have to wear all his fucking shirts skin-tight? Damn it.”


  Jaeyoung threw the once-expensive shirt, now ruined, at the wall, then tugged off the suit pants as well. Seeing they were stained with sweat and cum, he kicked them away, too.


  He’s definitely sexiest when he’s naked, Sangwoo decided as he watched. 


  He grabbed another condom, then pushed himself up into a sitting position and straddled Jaeyoung’s lap. 


  Instantly, Jaeyoung looped his arms around his waist. His still-hard penis, slick with cum beneath the existing condom, throbbed against the inside of Sangwoo’s thigh.


  Sangwoo reached down, pulled the used latex off, and smoothed the new condom onto Jaeyoung’s shaft. A generous amount of lube followed.


  Jaeyoung, meanwhile, had fallen back against the bed, letting his body sprawl over the covers. As he watched Sangwoo work, he ran his mouth like the delinquent he was. 


  “Honey, want to make a bet?” he asked slyly.


  “What kind of bet?”


  “Whoever finishes first has to blow the other person five million times.”


  “I’ll pass.”


  Sangwoo grabbed hold of Jaeyoung’s shoulders, then sank down on his penis once again, taking his lover in deep. 


  Jaeyoung’s expression instantly shifted completely. “Wait…” he groaned, voice gravelly as he reached up and ran his palms over Sangwoo’s shoulders,


  Then, wearing a wicked grin, he promptly tried to push Sangwoo down again.


  “It’s my turn now, honey,” Sangwoo said, giving Jaeyoung’s shoulders a light shove. “Just sit back and relax.” 


  Jaeyoung let out a breathless laugh. “And what if I don’t want to?”


  “Then I’ll tie up your hands just like you did mine. An eye for an eye.”


  “You talk big, but I bet it’s gonna take you all of two seconds to start whining and begging me to touch you,” Jaeyoung said with a smirk, kneading Sangwoo’s butt with both hands. 


  Scowling slightly, Sangwoo shoved him flat on the mattress, slamming his head into the pillow.


  


  ***


  




  “…I used to think he was just uptight for a project manager. But then, after closing things out that last day, we had a beer together, and he literally would not shut up. He talked about his daughter for two straight hours.”


  “He has a daughter? I thought you said he was single.”


  “Yep, he is. Turns out he has three kids, though. He even taught me some Danish.”


  Jaeyoung traced invisible letters in the air with his finger, muttering something under his breath that Sangwoo couldn’t understand.


  “That was a swear word, wasn’t it?”


  “How’d you know?”


  On paper, Jaeyoung spoke five languages, but if you counted the ones where he was fluent in swear words, the number went up to fourteen.


  “Oh, and he said he wants to come to our wedding. I told him it was fine.”


  “Why would you invite someone you barely know to the wedding?”


  “It just…happened.”


  Sangwoo scowled. Their guest list had long since exploded past their original baseline, and Jaeyoung continued to offhandedly add a person or two whenever the mood struck him. Just recently, Choi Yoona, who’d previously said it was too far away for her to attend, had changed her mind and decided to come for the trip, adding yet another name to the list. 


  It was all becoming a real headache.


  “So…a hundred and eighty-three people now?” Sangwoo muttered.


  “You don’t sound too happy about that.”


  Sangwoo had originally chosen a prime number for the guest cap. A prime number could only be divided by itself and one, which to him perfectly reflected the vows they would be making: to be each other’s singular, once-in-a-lifetime partner.


  In that sense, a composite number like one hundred and eighty-three was unacceptable.


  “It has too many divisors.”


  “Then let’s invite four more people and make it a hundred eighty-seven. That’s my height in centimeters.”


  “Height is a variable that can change over time. How is that meaningful at all?”


  “What? Are you saying I’m gonna get shorter when I get old?”


  “Possibly, but that’s not what I was referring to. I was thinking of the last time you measured. You were a hundred and eighty-eight centimeters tall, remember? Do you see now? Height is a fluid number.”


  Granted, the one centimeter difference had likely just been caused by hair wax or thick socks, but Jaeyoung had been insisting on saying he’d grown a tiny bit taller ever since.


  “I was lifting my heels slightly that time,” he blurted out.


  Sangwoo just stared at him.


  “Fine, then how about we set the cap to a hundred and eighty-nine? That’s a prime, right?”


  “No. Its divisors are one, three, seven, nine, twenty-one, twenty-seven, sixty-three, and one hundred and eighty-nine. I absolutely refuse to use such a promiscuous number.”


  Sangwoo was being dead serious, but Jaeyoung burst out laughing.


  “Why don’t we just have it on April 4 at 4:44 with 44 guests?”


  “Are you equating my pursuit of perfection with some cheap superstition?”


  “No, of course not. You don’t believe in that stuff.” Still laughing, Jaeyoung leaned over Sangwoo’s shoulder and kissed the nape of his neck.


  “Then is one hundred ninety-one a prime?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then let’s go with that. It sounds like 19+, R-rated. I like it.”


  “Fine.”


  Sangwoo sighed. The original baseline he’d set was only about 53% of the current number. The guest list had grown so large that calling it a small wedding no longer made sense.


  “This is all your fault. A hundred and one was perfect.”


  “No way. That just makes me think of dalmatians.”


  Sangwoo didn’t bother to reply. 


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  “Yes?”


  “Why does the number even matter? The important thing is that we’re getting married.”


  “Oh, please. You’re the one who said you’d boycott the wedding if I played Salut d’Amour.”


  “Well…honestly, that song is just too much.”


  Behind him, Sangwoo heard Jaeyoung yawn. Nuzzling back against him, Sangwoo grabbed the arm wrapped around his waist and tugged his fiancé in closer. 


  In response, Jaeyoung pulled him in even tighter, pressing something—likely his lips—briefly against the back of Sangwoo’s head before lifting it away.


  Talking as they lay on their bed, cuddled up together, felt nice, but Sangwoo wasn’t sure how long he could let it go on. Jaeyoung had already climaxed four times and still showed no signs of pulling out.


  “Hyung, I want to shower.”


  “Just stay like this with me a little longer.”


  “Quantify ‘a little.’”


  One of Jaeyoung’s large palms landed on Sangwoo’s head, mussing his hair. “Ten minutes.”


  This exact exchange had already happened three times, yet Jaeyoung still seemed determined not to let him go. Earlier on, Sangwoo had even attempted to twist and turn until Jaeyoung’s penis slipped out.


  It had—but then Jaeyoung had claimed the “poor thing” was cold and shoved it right back in.


  In the end, Sangwoo had given up, but only under the condition that they’d remain where they were without doing anything. He’d planned to get up the moment Jaeyoung tried anything sexual, but true to his promise, his fiancé had simply held him quietly from behind. Occasionally, he’d crack a pointless joke or blow into Sangwoo’s ear, but Jaeyoung never went farther physically than licking his shoulder every once in a while, running fingers down his back, or amusing himself by tracing shapes across Sangwoo’s skin.


  Eventually, the hands kneading Sangwoo’s butt slid up along his spine to where his tattoo was. Stroking the inked skin, Jaeyoung murmured, “Honey, why’d you lose so much weight while I was gone?”


  I didn’t, Sangwoo silently refuted.


  He had maintained the same weight ever since he’d finished growing, but Jaeyoung would sometimes say he looked like a skeleton, way too skinny. Whenever Sangwoo tried to correct him with data, Jaeyoung would just stubbornly insist that his senses were more accurate, so he’d eventually decided it was easier to just play along.


  “I suppose my stress levels spiked because you weren’t next to me for six days, so my calorie expenditure went up.”


  “Really? You think so?”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  “That’s good! I actually went grocery shopping because I wanted to cook something nice for you.”


  “You went grocery shopping…the day before we’re going on vacation?”


  “Hey, no nagging allowed.”


  Jaeyoung tightened his arms around Sangwoo’s waist.


  Grocery shopping the day before a three-week trip… He really is a strange man.


  And knowing Jaeyoung, Sangwoo was pretty sure he hadn’t just bought ingredients for a single meal. He’d probably impulsively thrown all sorts of things into the cart. 


  Everything would end up in the freezer, no doubt. On a day like this, it made far more sense to order delivery or eat out.


  And he still hasn’t packed his bags.


  Sangwoo had been anxious ever since Jaeyoung had been scheduled to go on a business trip right before their vacation. He’d nagged him constantly to pack in advance, but Jaeyoung had left for Denmark with his suitcase completely empty.


  We leave tomorrow, and I still need to clean…


  The house had been spotless the entire time Jaeyoung was gone, but since they were leaving the cat at home for an extended period, there were still preparations to be made. A neighbor would be stopping by twice a day only to check on the cat.


  And yet, despite having so much to do, Jaeyoung had exhausted himself having sex to his heart’s content and was now keeping Sangwoo trapped in bed with the pathetic excuse that if he got up, his penis would get cold.


  Sangwoo finally spoke again. “It’s time to get up now. We have a lot to do. For efficiency’s sake, let’s shower together while we decide on dinner. We’re only showering. If you try to put your penis in me again, I’m going to get very angry. As for food, I think ordering delivery makes more sense than cooking right now. We’ll place the order, and while we wait, I’ll vacuum. You can pack, honey.”


  There was no response. 


  “Hyung?”


  Abruptly, Sangwoo realized that the hands that had been gripping his waist so tightly were now resting limply on the mattress. Growing uneasy, he fell quiet and listened carefully. 


  The sound of steady breathing came from behind him. Dread settled in as he turned slightly.


   Jaeyoung was sound asleep.


  “Hey! Jang Jaeyoung!”


  Sangwoo shook his shoulder, trying to wake him before he could sink into true, deep sleep, but it was no use. Even shouting his name in his ear didn’t make him stir. He was practically in a coma.


  Considering the time difference between the US and the country he’d been in, the duration of his flight, and his habit of staying awake on planes watching movies, Sangwoo estimated Jaeyoung had been awake for approximately twenty-three hours. 


  Which meant there would be no waking him up until tomorrow morning.


  “Unbelievable.”


  Sangwoo sighed and climbed out of bed. His legs trembled, but he still went around gathering the dirty laundry and used condoms scattered across the floor. Eventually, he returned to the bed to straighten the sheets, wipe down Jaeyoung’s body with a damp towel, and dress him in clean boxers.


  With that done, there was just one last thing Sangwoo had left to do before leaving.


  Climbing back onto the bed, Sangwoo wrapped his arms tightly around Jaeyoung. Then, right next to his ear, he said slowly, clearly, “I want to marry Choo Sangwoo.”


  Five years ago, Jaeyoung had happily accepted Sangwoo’s proposal, but he’d also said that marriage was optional—that whether they did it or not didn’t really matter. He’d argued that even without a flimsy piece of paper, their life together was already satisfying and practically the same as if they were already married.


  Since logic had failed to persuade him, Sangwoo had simply resorted to subconscious conditioning whenever he had the chance.


  “I want to marry Choo Sangwoo,” he repeated a second time. Then a third, and a fourth, and a fifth.


  Jaeyoung’s lips twitched. 


  Is the message sinking in? Excited, Sangwoo leaned closer to observe.


  Jaeyoung frowned slightly, then murmured, “Choo Sangwoo…”


  “Marriage.”


  “Mine…”


  “I want to marry Choo Sangwoo.”


  “Cute… Sangwoo…”


  “I want to get married.”


  “Sex…”


  Sangwoo considered throwing a pillow at his lover’s face, but instead picked up the laundry hamper and walked out.


  


  ***


  


  As he slept, Jaeyoung had a dream.


  He and Sangwoo were wandering through a complex, maze-like city overflowing with evil, both of them armed with laser guns.


  Fighting back to back, they took down enemies like heroes in an action movie, then kissed passionately with bombs exploding in the sky behind them.


  Up until then, the dream was an adrenaline-filled blockbuster.


  But then Sangwoo vanished, and the genre abruptly turned to horror.


  In the dream, Jaeyoung searched desperately for Sangwoo until his eyes were swollen from crying and his throat was raw from yelling his name. Meanwhile, monsters carrying harpoons roamed around chanting “I want to get married” like some kind of ritual mantra.


  The whole thing felt deeply wrong.


  Beep! Beep! Beep!


  The piercing shriek of an alarm clock ripped Jaeyoung from slumber and chucked him back into the real world. He reached out and slapped it, and the shrill noise stopped.


  Thank God that was just a dream.


  He pressed a hand to his forehead and exhaled in relief. He’d probably ended up having such a weird dream because of how Jaehong had been going on and on about fucking marriage. 


  Rolling over to tell Sangwoo about the nightmare, Jaeyoung found the space beside him empty.


  “Wow… And after I’ve told him so many times to wake me with a gentle kiss.”


  On his days off, Sangwoo would set the god-awful alarm clock to go off whenever he wanted Jaeyoung to get up, then go about his tasks. He claimed that Jaeyoung wouldn’t wake easily from a gentle kiss—and even if he did, it would probably lead to sex and they’d waste the entire morning. 


  When Sangwoo actually wanted morning sex, he’d lie in bed naked and act all cute, but magical mornings like that happened maybe once every two or three months.


  Jaeyoung closed his eyes again and rolled into Sangwoo’s spot, wrapping himself in the blanket and burying his face in Sangwoo’s pillow. 


  Just as he took a good long inhale of Sangwoo’s scent, his phone rang. The name on the caller ID was exactly who he expected. 


  Jaeyoung answered the phone and pressed it to his ear.


  “Yeah, babe…?”


  “Come downstairs. Now.”


  Sangwoo hung up immediately.


  Staring at the now-black screen, Jaeyoung muttered, “Yep. He’s mad.”


  Most people said Sangwoo’s tone was always the same, but that was because they didn’t know him well enough. Though he rarely raised his voice even when upset, you could still tell how he was feeling from his expression, from tiny shifts in his tone. 


  And right now, he was definitely pissed.




  “But why…?”


  Jaeyoung stood under the shower, water cascading over his head as he replayed the previous day in his mind.


  First, Jaehong, convinced he could break up Jaeyoung and Sangwoo’s relationship whenever he pleased, had shown up out of nowhere and made a real nuisance of himself. And driven by pure impulse, Jaeyoung had decided to call his bluff.


  After introducing his brother and fiancé, Jaeyoung had turned to stalking, curious how Sangwoo would react, then, out of pity, had ended up driving his idiot twin back to his hotel after Sangwoo made mincemeat out of him.


  Most of the rest of the night was a blur. All he could remember was coming home wearing Jaehong’s clothes, breaking a glass after Sangwoo pissed him off, promptly forgiving him because he was so fucking adorable, and a few absolutely mind-blowing rounds of sex.


  “He probably had dinner alone,” Jaeyoung muttered.


  It was bad enough he’d passed out and slept through their regular movie night. But to make things worse, he’d also failed to pack for their trip—which was today—and left Sangwoo to do all the cleaning and prep for their departure himself.


  It was no wonder his fiancé was pissed off.


  After brushing his teeth, Jaeyoung checked himself out in front of the full-body mirror. Hoping to soften Sangwoo’s mood, he’d decided to wear his cutest vacation outfit, which consisted of an obnoxiously patterned Hawaiian shirt, board shorts, and a pair of heart-shaped sunglasses.


  Satisfied, he tucked his surfboard under one arm and sauntered downstairs as if nothing were wrong.


  Sangwoo was in the middle of zipping up a large suitcase. He glanced over, stared at Jaeyoung for a brief moment with a face twisted in disbelief, then returned to his task.


  Rushing over, Jaeyoung puckered his lips and started to lean in for a kiss—but Sangwoo turned away before he could get close.


  “You seem to have forgotten where we’re going,” Sangwoo said coolly. “Go change while I still possess a measure of patience.”


  “Only if you give me a kiss.”


  The chill radiating from Sangwoo’s next words was so overwhelming it could’ve frozen the air itself. “Not happening. Just eat your breakfast.”


  Feeling deflated, Jaeyoung slumped into his chair and eyed the meal Sangwoo had prepared: a large bowl of unsweetened whole-grain cereal. It was the brand Sangwoo always insisted on eating because of its “balanced nutritional contents,” though it looked and tasted suspiciously like cat food.


  While Sangwoo wasn’t looking, Jaeyoung quietly dumped out half the cereal, poured in some milk, and started eating. Visual Basic climbed into his lap, purring contentedly, and he absently scratched her neck.


  Sangwoo, meanwhile, was moving briskly through the house, scoping out each room with military precision. Once he was done, he grabbed both of their suitcases and set them by the front door.


  By that point, Jaeyoung had already finished his meal, rinsed his bowl, and fallen into step behind him. For all Sangwoo acknowledged him, he might as well have been invisible.


  There has to be something I can do to fix this…


  Jaeyoung had turned to half-heartedly flipping through a pile of utility bills when inspiration struck, triggered by the cat winding around his ankles.


  “Oh! Visual Basic hasn’t eaten ye—”


  “I already fed her.”


  “Then maybe I should run the vacuum one more ti—”


  “I already did that.”


  “My luggage—”


  “Already packed.” Sangwoo swept past him as the words hung in the air, frigid and merciless. “I chose your clothes by frequency of wear. The rest is all necessities.”


  Jaeyoung sighed. If Sangwoo had packed for him, he was likely doomed to a whole vacation’s worth of photos in various mismatched outfits.


  But he wasn’t in a position to complain.


  Desperation tightened his voice. “I’m really sorry, honey.”


  “Right.”


  He did tell me to pack early, Jaeyoung realized. It was like Sangwoo had already known what would happen. I probably should have listened.


  “About yesterday…,” Jaeyoung started, voice careful. “I’m guessing you ate dinner alone?”


  “Yes.”


  “What did you eat?”


  “Frozen fries. Instant soup.”


  Damn it.


  Jaeyoung’s original plan had been to make them a hearty meal of grilled beef tenderloin and asparagus, maybe with an added baked potato on the side. But instead, he’d left his fiancé to settle for convenience store food.


  He sighed. The truth was undeniable: He’d brought this one on himself.


  Sangwoo placed their snowboards by the front door, then picked up his phone and dialed a number.


  “Hello, Ted Brown. This is your neighbor, Choo Sangwoo. You’re aware that J and I are leaving for vacation today, correct? I’m just calling to remind you of the promise you made last month.”


  There was a brief silence, then: “I’d like to once again thank you for taking care of J’s cat. As long as the animal isn’t starved or mistreated, we’ll return the favor and look after your dog during your next trip. The front door key is in the same place as before. If you’ve forgotten any of the instructions, please refer to the manual on top of the shoe cabinet. And…”


  Sangwoo’s words faded into a blur as Jaeyoung’s mind drifted.


  By now, Sangwoo’s English had advanced to the point where his vocabulary and grammar easily surpassed most native speakers’, but he still spoke with his trademark mechanical precision. Still, though he chose his words far too deliberately to ever make truly natural conversation, Mr. Choo had somehow managed to charm all their neighbors.


  As Sangwoo continued to speak into the phone, Jaeyoung scooped up Visual Basic and brushed his nose against the cat’s forehead.


  “Your daddies are going on a trip today. But you’ll be fine without us, right? Mr. Ted’s coming by to feed you and clean your litter box again. So just eat plenty, play a lot, and don’t sneak out at night. And if anyone picks a fight, make sure you throw the first punch. Got it?”


  Visual Basic gave him a slow blink, her tail flicking.


  Jaeyoung was convinced the cat understood every word he said; she was frighteningly intelligent. Sangwoo, of course, thought the notion ridiculous.


  Speaking of Sangwoo, he’d just finished his call. Jaeyoung tried to pull him in for a kiss as he walked by but was sidestepped effortlessly.


  “We’re leaving in twelve minutes. Get dressed properly and meet me in the garage. If you’re late, I’ll be angry.”


  With that, he opened the door and hauled the two suitcases outside.


  Jaeyoung sighed, slung a backpack over one shoulder, and picked up the snowboards.


  Outside, sunlight poured down like molten gold. For a moment, Jaeyoung forgot what he was doing and simply stood there, shielding his eyes as he looked up at the clear blue sky. It was the kind of morning that made everything feel slightly surreal.


  Visual Basic trotted out to see him off, and two high school boys from the next block passed by on their bikes, waving. Then Sangwoo appeared again, looking distinctly displeased, before turning and heading back into the house.


  Whistling softly, Jaeyoung strode into the garage.


  If Sangwoo’s gaming room was built to his exact taste, the garage was Jaeyoung’s kingdom—and he ruled over its stylish chaos with absolute authority. Across the far wall, the word HOME had been painted in bold, graffiti-style black letters, a black mamba slithering through the gaps. He’d added it last winter, covering up the snarling wolf that had previously been in its place.


  As for the floor, it was scattered with paint buckets, brushes, and half-empty spray cans. In one corner, bicycles, scooters, roller skates, and helmets were stacked in pairs beside a heap of skateboards piled like fallen dominoes. Nearby, two clear bins were filled to their brims with basketballs, soccer balls, bowling balls, baseball gloves, bats, tennis rackets, and frisbees.


  Sangwoo never said a word about the mess. Pretending it didn’t exist was much easier.


  Parked in one of the bays was Jaeyoung’s red sports car. He distinctly remembered leaving it in a spot a few blocks away the night before to hide it from Sangwoo, but somehow, it had found its way back to its usual spot.


  Heading to the off-road SUV parked in the center, Jaeyoung popped the trunk and began loading up their luggage. Sangwoo stood by the entrance, checking his phone. A small hip pack was fastened neatly around his waist. Undoubtedly, he was going over his final checklist like he always did when they hit ten minutes before departure.


  Jaeyoung pretended like he was going to walk past him and head back outside, then whipped around at the last second and wrapped his arms around Sangwoo from behind.


  “What are you doing?”


  Jaeyoung didn’t reply, just rested his chin on Sangwoo’s shoulder and tightened his hold so his fiancé couldn’t slip away.


  Sangwoo stayed still for a moment, then raised his phone again. Peeking at the screen, Jaeyoung read the first line aloud.


  “Passport.”


  “Bag A.”


  “Mine too?”


  Sangwoo nodded. Jaeyoung rewarded him with a kiss on the cheek.


  “Canadian dollars.”


  “Bag A.”


  Another kiss, on the other cheek this time. Sangwoo frowned faintly but didn’t pull away.


  “International driver’s license.”


  “Bag A.”


  “My international driver’s license?”


  “Also bag A.”


  A third kiss. The corner of Sangwoo’s mouth twitched slightly.


  “Winter clothes.”


  “Bag D.”


  A fourth kiss.


  Sangwoo’s voice began to soften as the list went on. Ski suits, goggles, snowboards, gloves, sleeping bags, binoculars, camera…and then finally the last item, the emergency kit.


  “That’s everything,” Sangwoo pronounced. He gave Jaeyoung’s chest a light push, as if to tell him to shoo now that they were done.


  But Jaeyoung only tightened his arms.


  “Travel route.”


  Sangwoo tapped a finger against his temple. “In my head.”


  Smiling, Jaeyoung brushed his lips against his fiancé’s neck. “Travel itinerary.”


  “Also in my head.”


  A kiss to the edge of Sangwoo’s ear, a grazing of teeth. “Excitement.”


  Sangwoo hesitated, then pointed silently to his heart.


  The small gesture made Jaeyoung’s chest ache with adoration. He kissed the back of Sangwoo’s head, leaned close, and whispered, “You forgot the most important thing, Sangwoo-ya.”


  “Impossible.”


  “Love. Did you pack it?”


  “Of course. It’s always right…here…”


  Sangwoo’s hand hovered uncertainly between his chest and lower abdomen before stopping somewhere in the middle.


  Jaeyoung laughed softly under his breath, turned his fiancé around, and pulled him into a hug so tight it almost hurt.


  He held Sangwoo like this all the time, but today, the embrace felt different. There was an intensity to it, an inexorable heat, that he didn’t recognize. It sent his heart pounding, slamming against his ribs like a caged beast.


  “Hyung?” Sangwoo murmured.


  Jaeyoung ignored him in favor of pressing a kiss to his forehead, then his temple, then the curve of his ear. Every place his lips touched seemed to glow faintly in the sunlight.


  The golden edge of Sangwoo’s wrist, the soft shadow cast along his cheek… Jaeyoung wanted to trace it all, memorize every line and shade.


  After everything last night, I’m still not satisfied. Maybe I am addicted.


  He gave up trying to make sense of himself. The world was full of beautiful, wondrous things, and the most magnificent of them all was the man in his arms.


  “I know you’re getting all sentimental,” Sangwoo said quietly, “but your timing isn’t great.”


  Even so, Jaeyoung couldn’t hold himself back. Sometimes emotion just slipped out of his heart, overflowing for apparently no reason. Maybe it was pride in the flame he’d kept alive between them for more than six years or gratitude for this person who’d held onto him so tightly, never once letting go. Or maybe it was both.


  “We should really get goin—”


  “I love you,” Jaeyoung whispered against Sangwoo’s ear. “So much that I even adore how you can reduce an outpouring of my passionate adoration to just being ‘sentimental.’”


  Those first three words were his greatest weapon. Whenever he said them with sincerity, Sangwoo always melted.


  That was all it took. The thin frost between them melted away, and a deep, unhurried kiss followed in its wake.


  Sangwoo let the ticking of his internal clock fade into silence. His mission—to pack everything perfectly and leave their home within twelve minutes—could wait.


  Rising on his toes, he looped his arms around Jaeyoung’s neck and kissed him back.




  Not just anyone could score a passionate, movie-worthy make-out session in a filthy garage while wearing an outfit that practically screamed “bad idea.”


  Jaeyoung considered himself a damn lucky man. But he was greedy, too: never satisfied by the wins the whims of fate sent in his direction.


  Now was no different. He’d originally planned to keep things light and affectionate before heading for the airport, but the moment Sangwoo’s lips had touched his, every ounce of restraint had flown straight out the window. 


  Jaeyoung opened his eyes briefly, just long enough to glimpse the teasing flicker of Sangwoo’s tongue as it darted over his lips. The small movement spurred forward every indecent impulse in his body.


  Think good thoughts. Pure thoughts. Wholesome thoughts…


  Sangwoo, blissfully unaware of the desperate mantra running through Jaeyoung’s head, deepened their kiss with single-minded focus. His tongue moved tenderly, almost reverently, like he was savoring something forbidden. 


  If that wasn’t temptation, what was?


  Jaeyoung tried to pull back a step to hide the otherwise obvious state of his lower half, but he was foiled when his head hit the garage wall with a dull thud.


  Sangwoo didn’t even flinch. He simply caught Jaeyoung’s head in one hand, tilted it right where he wanted it, and deepened the kiss, his tongue sliding further into Jaeyoung’s mouth.


  Pure thoughts, innocent thoughts, angelic… Oh, screw it.


  Jaeyoung grabbed Sangwoo’s face and went at his lips with the intensity of a man about to devour someone whole. Then, with one hand at Sangwoo’s waist, he yanked his fiancé forward until their hips met. 


  Sangwoo stiffened, but Jaeyoung only held him tighter, forcing his tongue deeper in an attempt to keep him quiet. 


  “Mmph… Mmph!”


  Unfortunately, his fiancé had realized where they were headed. He pushed hard at Jaeyoung’s chest, and when that failed, he turned to punching him instead. 


  At this rate, I’m going to be showing up to the airport covered in bruises, Jaeyoung lamented. Finally, he broke the kiss—only to crouch low without warning, scoop Sangwoo up, and toss him over his shoulder.


  “We’re supposed to leave now! Have you lost your mind?”


  Sangwoo kicked and squirmed, face gone red all the way up to his ears, but Jaeyoung just laughed.


  “I feel like I’m abducting some noble family’s son. Pretty romantic, huh?”


  “Put me down, you lunatic!”


  Dropping his voice to a dramatic growl, Jaeyoung declared, “I never knew such a beautiful young man lived in this village. I shall lock you away in the royal palace and—”


  A sharp jab from Sangwoo’s knee cut him off mid-sentence. 


  Grimacing at the blow, which had landed square on his jaw, Jaeyoung finally admitted defeat. But as he lowered Sangwoo down to set him on a plastic crate, he fumbled, sending him rolling onto the cold concrete instead.


  Sangwoo immediately tried to crawl toward the garage door, but Jaeyoung caught him by the ankle.


  “Hyung, our flight leaves in three hours,” Sangwoo said flatly. Even while being dragged across the floor like a soon-to-be murder victim, he sounded as poised as if he were mediating a business meeting. “You can’t be serious right now.”


  Oh, but he was. He didn’t want to leave quite yet. Having to sprint through a crowded airport didn’t sound nearly as appealing as lying naked in bed with Sangwoo or talking lazily over a real breakfast before they left for their trip.


  Jaeyoung tried to pull Sangwoo back into his arms, but his fiancé suddenly started rolling around like a madman, twisting and pushing as he wrestled to break free. In moments, the pair of them were rolling across the floor, a chaotic tangle of flailing limbs.


  “Why waste all this energy, baby?” Jaeyoung asked between ragged breaths. “We could’ve done it once already and been on our way.”


  “What are you talking about?! Think about how long we usually take when we have sex!”


  “Not if I finish the second we start. Remember last Christmas?”


  “The conditions were different then. I was wearing a costume that time.”


  “I’m just as excited now.”


  “Shut up.”


  “Be real. If we leave like this, we’ll end up doing it on the plane again.”


  Sangwoo’s face flushed bright red. He couldn’t deny it. 


  Memories of the flight to Bogotá flashed through his mind—the argument at security, the tension hanging in the air between them through boarding.


  He’d sworn to uphold his dignity, to act as a true, civilized adult should do…but within two hours, Jaeyoung’s persistence had worn him down. They’d ended up pressed together in the cramped airplane bathroom, whispering and gasping against the roar of the engines.


  “That was a damn good time, though, wasn’t it?” Jaeyoung pointed out.


  He’d certainly gotten the impression that Sangwoo had enjoyed himself. In fact, when Sangwoo hadn’t been able to contain his moans, Jaeyoung had been forced to clap a hand over his fiancé’s mouth and muffle them himself as he’d thrusted away from behind. 


  Everything had been fine until turbulence hit and the seatbelt sign lit up. Sangwoo had panicked, frantic to return to his seat, but Jaeyoung had refused to let him go.


  Sangwoo had cried through the rest of it, though not, Jaeyoung suspected, from fear of crashing.


  “That was a mistake,” Sangwoo said stiffly. “Safety should not be traded for pleasure.”


  “Very true,” Jaeyoung replied easily. “Doing it on the garage floor is way safer than doing it in the sky.”


  Unable to argue this point, Sangwoo fell silent. 


  Logic was a miraculous thing. 


  Glorying in his victory, Jaeyoung wasted no time in tugging Sangwoo’s shirt up his chest. And though his fiancé gave him an irritated look, he still obediently raised his arms so the fabric could slip off. 


  Jaeyoung’s own shirt followed soon after. Cool air brushed against his bare skin as they kissed again, deeper, slower, heavier.


  A minute or so later, Sangwoo suddenly pulled back mid-kiss. “Wait,” he said, face serious as he held Jaeyoung back with a palm pressed flat to his chest. “We’re going to miss our flight. What is your backup plan?”


  “We’ll just catch the next one. Or leave tomorrow.”


  “It’s peak travel season. The flights might be sold out.”


  “A valid point… Well, if the schedule gets messed up, I’ll just have to blame you.”


  “How would it be my fault?”


  “Because you’re too sexy. Look what you’ve done to me. How am I supposed to walk out of the house like this? Everyone’s going to stare.”


  Jaeyoung caught Sangwoo’s hand and guided it downward, rubbing it over his hardened length to prove his point. 


  Sangwoo didn’t seem to even notice, his mind still distracted with potential travel plans. “We could drive…,” he muttered. “It’d take much longer, though.”


  “That’s fine. We could camp along the way.”


  “And watch the stars at night,” Sangwoo added.


  “And have all the outdoor sex we want.”


  “I’d rather not get bitten by bugs again.”


  “How about we finish what we started first, then decide?”


  “Fine.”


  Without hesitation, Sangwoo nodded his head and closed his eyes, surrendering to the inevitable. Over the last six years, he’d crossed the border between logical action and impulse countless times, stepping into Jaeyoung’s world, where plans unraveled and reason surrendered to want. He’d learned not to mind it too much. Eventually, he always found his way back to his domain of precision and control, and when he did, Jaeyoung was always at his back, following him home.


  “Hyung,” Sangwoo said dryly, “you do realize this is about eight hundred and fifty-two dollars’ worth of sex, right?”


  “Don’t care. Now be quiet.”


  Arguing with him any further would be a waste of time. Vacations came every year, and new plane tickets could always be bought. But more than that, moments like this, the kind that made everything else fall away… Those didn’t come twice.


  No matter how much money something cost, the instances when you looked up at the sky and realized the person beside you was even more beautiful, or when you suddenly fell in love all over again with the partner who stood at your side every day, or when the man you shared a bed walked into a room looking so unbearably lovely you couldn’t stand it, were priceless.


  Jaeyoung pulled Sangwoo onto his lap and traced his lips along the heated curve of his fiancé’s neck. Sucking gently at the skin beneath his jaw, he drew his tongue down the line of Sangwoo’s collarbone until he twisted against him, pressing closer to his lingering lips. 


  Below, one of Jaeyoung’s hands slid down the arch of Sangwoo’s waist, following the slope with his fingertips. He could feel Sangwoo melting under his touch—but then a flicker of orange fur crossed his fiancé’s line of sight, and he scowled.


  Jaeyoung, aiming to prevent a diplomatic incident, pointed toward the open garage door.


  “Visual Basic! It’s daddy mating time. Back inside. Move.”


  Visual Basic meowed.


  “It’s going to take a while. Don’t wait up.”


  Once the cat trotted away, Jaeyoung extended a hand, snatched up the remote that controlled the garage doors, and pressed a button. A blue shutter promptly rumbled down, sealing them off from the rest of the world.


  Privacy secured, Jaeyoung lifted Sangwoo effortlessly off the floor and set him down on the hood of his favorite car. His black hair spilled across the glossy red lacquer, catching the slanted sunlight streaming through one of the narrow windows. Dust floated through the air like glitter, and below him, Sangwoo’s dark eyes reflected Jaeyoung like mirrors, shimmering and dreamlike.


  Now that’s a sight.


  Jaeyoung let his lids slide closed, shutting out the view so he could focus on taking in the moment with every single one of his senses. “Sangwoo-ya…”


  Even now, there were moments when they came skin to skin that his thoughts would drift back to their first time in that tiny 350-square-foot studio Sangwoo had once rented in Eunmyeong-dong. Then to the memory of a much younger version of Choo Sangwoo, practically a kid, locking himself in the bathroom and refusing to leave until Jaeyoung had lost his shit.


  Once, he’d been desperate just to sleep with Sangwoo, but those days of shallow craving were long gone. His black mamba, his creature made purely of straight lines and logic… He’d burrowed deep into Jaeyoung’s heart and coiled there, refusing to leave. Refusing all but utmost sincerity as sustenance, he swallowed every ounce of truth he was given and spat out everything false.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  “Mm-hmm?”


  Love-tinted lenses fell over Jaeyoung’s eyes, casting everything in a hint of red. Sangwoo’s white neck, which always drove him crazy, was now flushed with passion, the pale cheeks above it glowing faintly pink. Their clasped hands seemed alight with heat.


  And within the clear, reflective gaze staring up at him from down below, there burned a flame that had never once gone out.


  “Choo Sangwoo.”


  His unbending tree in the wind. The training wheels on his precarious unicycle.


  In that moment, mind to mind, pulse to pulse, Jaeyoung was struck by what he felt for him, by the depth of their connection. His mind blurred somewhere between contemplations of luck and happiness, life and eternity, the fleeting and the infinite. 


  There was no need to speak any of it out loud. He’d tried explaining such things to Sangwoo before, but he’d only ever been able to understand them on the surface.


  The two of them were, by nature, people who flourished in different biomes, whose petals grew in different colors. Even after building countless intersections between their lives, they remained distinct, never identical, always complementary.


  And that, Jaeyoung thought, was what made their love one of a kind. Irreplaceable, and entirely his.


  “Honey, it’s hot,” Sangwoo murmured.


  “Of course it is. Today’s high is—mmph!”


  Whatever number Jaeyoung was about to say disappeared against Sangwoo’s lips.


  The age of muses armed with emotion and sentiment had long passed. This was the twenty-first century. And if an artist’s muse happened to be a robot vacuum cleaner with no mind-reading function… Well, so what?


  


  —End of Vol. 5




  Bonus Stage


  1.


  The Month of Long Nights and Autumn Wind


  A donkey carrying a nobleman ambled through a dimly lit street market. Each time the beast passed a row of stalls, oil lanterns spilled their glow down the folds of its rider’s robes, illuminating his face.


  The nobleman was dressed in a pale blue daechangui[1]beneath a navy overcoat, both woven from the finest silk. His hatstring was threaded with patterned, waxy yellow milhwa[2]beads and bits of lapis lazuli, while a purple sejodae[3]hung at his waist, its long tassels swaying with each of the donkey’s steps.


  The outfit alone—lofty enough to rival that of a high-ranking official’s—was enough to draw looks, but when paired with the man’s strikingly handsome features, a swathe of admiring gazes was inevitable.


  Still, despite the attention he was attracting, the man’s eyes didn’t drift for a moment from the merchandise on display. Nor did his faint, unreadable smile, which was barely visible around the long pipe he held between his lips, budge an inch. 


  Even when courtesans, having heard word of his arrival, came running to catch a glimpse, he gave them nothing more than a fleeting glance. He would, however, occasionally reach down to ruffle the hair of a young beggar darting past him through the crowd.


  Eventually, he stopped at one stall, his gaze having caught on a peculiar pungjam[4]carved from an animal’s horn. Without a word, he drew a pale jade hairpin from his sleeve, the kind fit for a princess, and offered it in exchange. The merchant immediately agreed, bowing low to the ground.


  Whenever the man appeared out of the blue, the people of Hanyang gossiped endlessly about who he might be. Some claimed he was a government official who had been promoted young, while others said that he was the son of a powerful minister.


  Yet no one knew the truth.


  In reality, the man was neither an official nor the child of some wealthy noble family. He was none other than the king of Joseon himself.


  The king, burdened with countless state affairs, every so often suddenly felt a desire to explore and wander. Acting on impulse, he would slip into the streets of Hanyang for what he told himself were “secret inspections.” To survey his subjects’ way of life was, after all, also a king’s duty.


  After briefly lingering at a shop selling fine silks, then another displaying illustrated texts, the king handed his donkey’s reins to a stable boy and headed to a tavern. All it took was a single step inside and a clearing of his throat to bring the owner running. 


  “My lord!” erupted the man, who was so short he barely reached the king’s chin. “I haven’t seen you around lately. It’s been so long since you last came by.”


  The king found an empty seat, settled down, and chuckled. “Indeed. I have been busy. You, though, look the same as ever. Business treating you well?”


  “Yes, my lord. The civil service exam was a few days back, so the money’s been pouring in. Shall I boil up a special chicken stew for you tonight?”


  “Sounds fine to me.”


  The king lifted his pipe to his lips and held it there as his gaze wandered through the tavern. The faces of the customers looked bright and cheery. He had heard that the granaries were full this season, and that praise for the throne was spreading through the land. Seeing the cheerful crowd for himself, it seemed his officials had been reporting the truth.


  As he discreetly studied the faces around him, smoking his pipe, the king’s gaze fell on a young scholar seated alone by the hearth and lingered there.


  “Come,” he said quietly.


  The tavern owner hurried over at once. “Yes, my lord!”


  Lowering his voice even further so the scholar wouldn’t overhear, the king murmured, “That young man over there eating soup by the stove, who is he? I don’t recall ever seeing him before.”


  The tavern owner smiled awkwardly, showcasing a pair of missing front teeth. Leaning close, he whispered into the king’s ear, “He’s the scholar who ranked first in this year’s saengwon and jinsa[5]examinations. He’s staying at Seonggyungwan.”[6]


  “He ranked first, you say?”


  The king remembered the young man’s exam paper well. Though he had disagreed with the opinions stated within, the writer’s understanding of scripture and clever, precise reasoning had been so impressive that he had awarded him the top rank. 


  Still, he had never expected the writer to be so young. Judging by the depth of his scholarship, the king had assumed him to be an older man.


  “To think someone of his age has already made his way into the ranks of the scholars of Seonggyungwan…,” the king murmured. 


  The young scholar’s face was boyish and pale. As the king quietly studied it, curiosity rose in him unbidden. He hid it beneath a casual puff of smoke.


  “I’m assuming he’s married,” the king said nonchalantly.


  “Oh, not at all! Truth be told…” The owner lowered his voice, glancing toward the young scholar. “He’s said to be rather peculiar. Comes here at the same hour every day, sits in the same seat, eats the same meal. But that’s nothing compared to the rumors.”


  “Rumors?”


  “Yes, my lord. They say he’s so particular that no one can bear to share a room with him. During the welcome ceremony for the incoming class of students, one of his peers offered him a drink, and the man threatened to petition His Majesty about it!”


  “Ha! A petition, you say?”


  At once, a parade of familiar lines flickered through the king’s mind, ones that made his temples throb.


  “Your Majesty, you must not hesitate to appoint new talent…”


  “Your Majesty, you must punish Prince Jang Jaehong for his scandalous deeds…”


  “Your Majesty, you must do something about the two elephants gifted from Arasa. They consume enough fruit each day to…”


  “Your Majesty, you must choose a wise and virtuous consort without delay. The queen’s seat cannot remain vacant forever…”


  “Your Majesty, you must maintain order in the court or the people will turn their backs on the throne…”


  A narrow-minded, altruistic scholar. A man so rigid in his principles that he could’ve been carved from stone. 


  Since the day after the sogwa[7]exams, the very young scholar the king was staring at had sent petitions to him almost daily. His arguments had all been logically sound but hopelessly naive. If politics could be governed by brush and paper alone, if words and thought could solve the affairs of the state, then Joseon would have become a paradise long ago. 


  On top of that, the young man’s handwriting was so stiff and precise that each stroke looked rigid enough to snap, making it impossible to grow fond of. 


  After the first few petitions, the king had stopped replying altogether. He no longer bothered even to send a bidap.[8]


  Now, even seeing the words “Your Majesty, you must” was enough to make him flinch.


  To think that same irritating scholar was such a handsome young man…


  “For the third time, I wish to pay for my food,” a clipped voice announced from the hearth. 


  That cool, rigid tone matches his stiff handwriting perfectly, the king thought.


   The startled tavern owner, meanwhile, had already rushed over.


  “Oh dear, forgive me, sir! I’ll take care of it right away!”


  “I, your customer, had need to leave in haste, and yet you saw fit to delay tending me in favor of trading in idle gossip. In my eyes, that is deeply problematic.”


  “My apologies! Truly, my apologies!”


  The king couldn’t help but burst into loud laughter. It had been too long since anyone managed to amuse him so. 


  Watching the young man stride out of the tavern, his posture as upright and stiff as the rest of him, the king found himself struck by a sudden thought.


  It would be a waste to leave that one merely as my subject.


  A strange thought, but one that struck him like lightning nonetheless.


  2.


  By the time evening arrived, the young scholar was passing by the Bicheondang.[9]


  Though he usually spent his nights studying and cultivating himself, twice a week he would go beyond Banchon[10] to visit the street market. Today, he was returning from a bookshop, where he had fetched a book he had reserved earlier.


  The scholar, whose name was Choo Sangwoo, was a native of a small town called Gokmun. He was the son of Choo Jonghan, a scholar who had passed the jinsa but had never taken office and was known for his poetry.


  From childhood, Sangwoo had been passionate about learning, and he was lucky enough to possess an extraordinary memory. All it took was reading or hearing something once, and he could recall it without error.


  When, as young as he was, he had placed first in both sogwa exams, the people of his village had come to the conclusion he would amount to something great. But Sangwoo himself cared little for rank or fame. His mind held only a single desire: to grasp the true order of the world.


  “Isn’t it a pleasure to study and practice what you have learned?”[11]


  Sangwoo pondered the question as he walked, letting the words of the wise punctuate each of his footsteps. 


  Learning, in his opinion, was the most rewarding venture in life. All he wanted now was to return to his room and pore over the new book he had acquired.


  But when Sangwoo reached the east wing, where his room was located, there was an unfamiliar light spilling out into the courtyard. A clear indication that someone was inside, when the space should be empty. 


  Must be a thief, he thought.


  Moving quietly, he crept forward and slid the door open. Inside, a figure was crouched in the corner, rummaging through his bookshelf. The intruder’s face was hidden beneath a gat,[12]but the man’s broad shoulders and steady stance made Sangwoo doubt he could easily overpower him barehanded.


  I need to secure a weapon, Sangwoo decided. Spotting a long pole leaning against the wall, he picked it up and gripped it firmly in both hands, then—after drawing a deep breath—charged into the room. That should be enough to give me the upper hand.


  “Halt, thief!”


  At once, the stranger whirled around, dodging the pole by a hair’s breadth. Swift as lightning, he closed the distance and caught Sangwoo’s wrist in a firm grasp.


  Having practiced martial arts alongside his scholarly studies since childhood, Sangwoo had entered the room confident in his strength and build. He’d thought that even if he had to fight like a commoner, he could win easily. Yet now, he realized the intruder he faced possessed a strength far beyond the ordinary. Though the man was no larger than he, Sangwoo could feel himself faltering. 


  The two grappled fiercely, their legs tangling together, bodies rolling across the floor. The pole clattered to the ground.


  Reaching for the intruder’s throat, Sangwoo caught the string of his gat and yanked it hard. The cord snapped, beads carved from fine jade and precious stone scattering across the floor. 


  Still, in the end, it was the stranger who ended up pinning Sangwoo’s wrists against the ground, sitting on his midsection to hold him down.


  “Let go of me!” Sangwoo growled, his breathing ragged.


  The other man was breathing heavily as well, his chest rising and falling. “Such a sudden attack seems rather rude,” he gasped, “considering I am your sahyung.”[13]


  The thief’s voice was smooth and gentle, not coarse in the least. Startled, Sangwoo looked up. 


  When he saw the man’s face clearly for the first time, he blinked in disbelief. The thief was far too handsome for a criminal. His large eyes slanted gently downward, and the hair secured in his topknot was not the usual black but a dark chestnut brown, like the bark of a tree.


  After gaping for a moment, Sangwoo snapped to his senses and scowled. “My sahyung? What an absurd notion!”


  “I’ve no wish to discuss the five cardinal virtues while in a posture this indecent.”


  Indecent? They were both men. What could possibly be indecent about their position? 


  Irritation surged within Sangwoo’s breast. Not only had he been overpowered, but now the man who’d done it was spouting nonsense.


  “Then perhaps you could remove your indecent hands first,” Sangwoo said through his teeth. 


  But the man only smiled faintly and tightened his grip. “If I let you go, won’t you simply try to strike me again with that pole?”


  “Who exactly are you anyway? What business have you sneaking into my room?”


  “Sneaking? Hardly. I proudly walked in on both feet.”


  “Just tell me who you are!”


  The man chuckled, a low, throaty sound. When he leaned forward, he cast a long shadow over Sangwoo’s face.


  Feeling slightly embarrassed, Sangwoo swallowed hard.


  “I wouldn’t mind staying like this,” the intruder murmured, “but it’s not the most comfortable way to converse, is it?”


  “If you understand that much…then move.”


  “Only if you promise not to charge at me like a wild boar.”


  “Fine! I give you my word!”


  Sangwoo shoved him away with one foot. Agreeably, the man finally released his wrists and moved aside.


  Keeping his distance, Sangwoo straightened his disheveled clothes. The thought that a stranger had broken into his room and assaulted him was beyond infuriating.


  A long moment passed as the two men faced each other in silence.


  The intruder spoke first. “Must you keep glaring at me so? We will be sharing this room as of today.”


  “What nonsense. I live alone.”


  The intruder picked up his fallen gat, frowned at its crumpled shape, and clicked his tongue before tossing it into a corner. “Your former roommates all ran away, I heard,” he commented nonchalantly.


  Annoyingly, the words were true. When Sangwoo had first been assigned to the east wing, there had been two other students sharing this room, but now he occupied it alone.


  “They’re gone because they neglected their studies and violated the rules,” Sangwoo snapped. “Now explain why you broke into my quarters uninvited.”


  “I’m a student here as well. I’ve just returned from a leave of absence,” the man said with a low, easy laugh.


  Sangwoo blinked in disbelief.


  The man continued, “I’m your sahyung, and I’ve been assigned to this room after my return.”


  “I’ve heard no such thing.”


  “Then go and ask the clerks yourself,” the man responded carelessly. He plopped down on the floor, stretched his legs out comfortably, and reached for one of Sangwoo’s books, flipping through it with idle curiosity.


  Sangwoo snatched it from the man’s hands and shoved it back onto the shelf before walking over to the door. “If this is some prank or you’ve mistaken your room and wasted my time, I’ll make you regret it.”


  “Ha-ha-ha! Do as you please.”


  Sangwoo took another step, but his foot landed on one of the scattered beads, and he nearly slipped and fell. He shot a nasty glare at the man lounging on the floor, then turned on his heel and stormed out.


  “Absurd,” he muttered under his breath. Such a degenerate could never be a scholar of the academy, a prestigious and selective institution.


  


  As he made his way between Myeongnyundang[14] and the east wing, Sangwoo spotted a young servant sweeping the yard. The boy hurried over at his call.


  “What can I help you with this time, sir?” the boy asked, panting.


  “I have a question.”


  “Yes, sir?”


  “I’ve heard, though I find it hard to believe, that a new student has been assigned to the east wing. Have you heard such a rumor?”


  “It’s no rumor, sir! I heard the clerks at the records office were in an uproar over it just a few days ago.”


  “So it’s true, then. He’s to live in the east wing?”


  “Yes, sir. In fact, I believe he’s already moved in.”


  The news struck Sangwoo like a blow to his head. Still, it was only the word of a servant boy. He strode briskly through the side gate toward the clerks’ office.


  Though it was late, the door stood open, and a clerk sat beneath the lamplight sorting documents. Startled by Sangwoo’s sudden entrance, the man straightened at once.


  “S-sir! What brings you here at this hour?”


  “A stranger has trespassed and entered my room. I’ve come to make a report.”


  The clerk’s expression turned uneasy. “Well…forgive me, sir, but the Minister of Education himself instructed us to ensure the new student of the east wing is made comfortable.”


  “The Minister of Education? Truly?”


  “Yes, sir. He told all the clerks and assistants that this student must be tended to with the utmost care. I don’t know how he might have offended you, but this time, there’s nothing we can do.”


  “I had no idea this nation had decayed to such a degree!”


  Still fuming, Sangwoo stormed out of the office. With each step he took, he utterly crushed the fallen leaves that had the misfortune of ending up beneath his feet.


  Of all the statutes of Joseon, none angered him more than the one that permitted students to be admitted into Seonggyungwan purely by virtue of their father’s or grandfather’s service without examination. No matter how great a family’s merit, allowing those bereft of the correct qualifications to study in a sacred hall of learning was something he simply could not tolerate.


  And this one had the influence to sway the Minister of Education himself… What sort of lofty backing could he possess?


  Seething, Sangwoo returned to the east wing.


  The moment he opened the door, the sight of the stranger reclining on the floor made his blood boil anew. The man was idly wiggling his toes and flipping through another of Sangwoo’s books.


  Sangwoo snatched the tome away and put it back on the shelf before pouring water onto his inkstone. As he ground the ink with clenched teeth, the man, now lying on his stomach, watched him with mild amusement.


  When the ink was ready, Sangwoo took up a brush and drew a long black line across the floor.


  “Do not cross this line. This half of the room is mine.”


  The man grinned, sat up, and stretched out one long leg. The hem of his trousers brushed through the wet ink, staining the floor black, but he only looked more entertained.


  “There. I’ve crossed it. What will you do now?”


  “Ha…!”


  “Will you cut off my foot or report me to the Ministry of Justice?”


  Faced with such insolence, Sangwoo could find no proper words. While he tried to suppress his rising anger, the man began to crawl his way. First a little, then more boldly, his knees smudging the black line until only a faint shadow of it remained.


  “Why are you coming closer?” Sangwoo snapped.


  The man leaned in close, his breath brushing against Sangwoo’s ear. “Isn’t it natural for fellow students to sit side by side and study in harmony?” he asked, voice low.


  Gooseflesh prickled down Sangwoo’s neck. He shoved the man’s chest hard and leaped to his feet.


  “You are no fellow student of mine. I’d sooner sleep outdoors than share a room with the likes of you!”


  Unable to contain his fury, he stormed out, slamming the door behind him. But as he strode across the courtyard, a leisurely voice called after him. 


  “Where are you off to, my young friend?”


  


  


  


  

    [1] A traditional Korean overcoat, similar to a changui, with a four-part divided skirt and wide sleeves. Worn by scholars and officials during the Joseon dynasty.


  


  

    [2] A type of amber bead patterned with a honeycomb of droplet-like clusters.


  


  

    [3] A finely braided silk cord traditionally worn by Korean scholars and officials over formal attire indicating the rank of the wearer through color.


  


  

    [4] A small, decorative ornament attached to the forehead part of a manggeon, a headband worn by men during the Joseon Dynasty.


  


  

    [5] The two examinations that make up the sogwa, or the preliminary round of the Joseon state civil service exam. Passing was considered a highly prestigious accomplishment.


  


  

    [6] Located in Seoul, Seonggyungwan was the highest educational institution in Korea during the Goryeo and Joseon dynasties.


  


  

    [7] The preliminary round of the Joseon state civil service exam.


  


  

    [8] The king’s official response to a petition, which could contain anything from praise to an order to undergo punishment for insubordination. 


  


  

    [9] A ceremony hall within the Seonggyungwan complex.


  


  

    [10] The village around the Seonggyungwan complex that housed the school’s students.


  


  

    [11] A quote from The Analects of Confucius. Translation from The University of Texas Austin: https://laits.utexas.edu/~mr56267/HIST_341K/Confucianism/Analects_of_Confucius.html.


  


  

    [12] A traditional piece of Korean headwear, typically made of bamboo or horsehair, during the Joseon period.


  


  

    [13] A term used by Confucian scholars to refer to their seniors. 


  


  

    [14] The main lecture hall of Seonggyungwan.


  




  3.


  A little past nine the next morning, the students who had just finished breakfast were walking in neat lines toward Myeongnyundang. Among them, two drew particular attention—one tall and broad-shouldered, the other looking like a man on the verge of collapse.


  “Ahhh… What a wonderful night’s sleep.”


  The one stretching and yawning was no ordinary student. In truth, he was the king of Joseon.


  “Do not follow me. Keep your distance,” the weary student beside him said curtly.


  “Have you forgotten that I, like you, am a student? I’m going to Myeongnyundang to attend lecture. What part of that is a problem?”


  Every part, you bastard.


  The night before, Sangwoo had found it impossible to share a room with the soundrel and had fled with nothing but his books. He’d meant to study by moonlight, but that deplorable man had followed him out, plopped down beside him, and proceeded to fidget and stare at him so incessantly that he couldn’t read a single line. When the night grew late, the man had begun nodding off. Seizing the moment, Sangwoo had bolted all the way to the guardhouse and hidden there.


  Several of the beds used by the house servants were empty, so he’d lain down for a moment, and when he opened his eyes, the morning hour had long passed. He splashed water on his face and ran to the dining hall, arriving so late he barely managed to sign the dogi.[1] Essentially, because of the man, Sangwoo had neither slept nor eaten properly.


  “Gah…!”


  Sangwoo’s irritation rose all the way to the crown of his head. Unfortunately, a student admitted by means of his family’s privilege couldn’t simply be expelled at will, and as a scholar, it was unbecoming to fly into a rage merely because someone wished to share his quarters or because he was being followed around.


  If he commits even one act that violates the rules, I’ll make him regret it.


  Whatever it was, Sangwoo would make sure the whole world knew of it. He would go to the student representative and expose the man completely. Perhaps to the Minister of Education himself if he had to. He would lead a gonggwan[2] and post petitions across Hanyang, and even if His Majesty ignored his letters a hundred times, he would keep writing until his wrist gave out.


  Grinding his teeth, he glared at the rascal walking beside him.


  The man, however, seemed wholly absorbed in a bug flying above his head. Sunlight illuminated his eyes, making the dark shade from the night before now gleam gold. He reached up to tap at the butterfly with his finger, yet even then, his stride never lost its grace. The fact that Sangwoo couldn’t find a single flaw in his outward appearance only infuriated him more.


  “Your headband is crooked, and your robe is wrinkled.”


  Even as Sangwoo pointed out the flaws, the man’s face brightened. Letting the butterfly go free, he turned toward Sangwoo with a radiant smile.


  “In that case, you can correct both for me.”


  “I refuse. Do not come near me.”


  No matter how coldly Sangwoo rebuked him, the man only laughed. Sangwoo wondered what on earth could anger him, and if he had ever, in his entire life, truly lost his temper.


  “We sleep in the same room now. Must you be so harsh on me?”


  “Nonsense. We did not sleep in the same room. In fact, I didn’t even set foot in there last night because I was trying to avoid you.”


  Sangwoo glared at him as if the man had committed some grave sin and quickened his pace.


  Left behind, the king walked at his leisure, chuckling to himself.


  “He looks upon me as if I’m naught but rotting filth, and yet…I still do not dislike him.”


  Born a prince, he had never once in his life been regarded with distaste. Perhaps that was why Sangwoo seemed like such an anomaly to him.


  His plan had been simple. Meet the strange student, exchange a few words with him, and return to the palace. But everything had gone awry the moment the young man charged at him with a pole.


  Even in an age of peace, a king’s work never ceased. Yet just this once, the king wanted to turn his back on duty and follow his heart. And that was why he now walked toward Myeongnyundang as a student of Seonggyungwan.


  By the time he arrived among the other students, most of the desks in Myeongnyundang were already occupied. Among the rows of young men in identical headbands, one long, slender neck caught his eye. The seat beside Sangwoo happened to be empty, and the king took his seat there without hesitation. A strangled, angry grunt came from Sangwoo.


  The door slid open, and the lecturer entered, who just happened to be a jikgang[3]  well acquainted with the king. The king had told the Minister of Education that he would remain in Seonggyungwan for half a day and then return to the palace. He had said nothing about attending lecture the next morning. It was an awkward situation indeed.


  “We shall begin today’s lecture. Open your books, all of you. Let me see. It seems everyone is present…”


  The jikgang’s gaze swept over the students. The king lowered his head and fixed his eyes on the desk, but he could feel the man’s stare halt upon his forehead.


  And there it was: a shocked gasp from the jikgang. “Y-Y-Your…”


  Before Sangwoo could notice, the king quickly raised his head and forced a smile.


  “Is there something you wish to say to me, sir?”


  He silently warned the jikgang to hold his tongue. The man, thoroughly flustered, bowed, straightened, and bowed again in a flurry of panic. The king simply feigned nonchalance.


  “N-no…of course not! How could I dare?! Well…t-today’s…l-lecture… Right! We begin from chapter one of The Doctrine of the Mean! Jintae, will you…read for us?”


  One of the students began reading the text aloud. The moment the recitation began, the king felt a wave of boredom wash over him. But whenever drowsiness crept in, all he had to do was glance to his left to be entertained again.


  Seated beside him, headband tied neatly above his brow, Sangwoo was bent over his book. Beneath the black cloth covering his forehead were a pair of handsome brows, and his dark eyes shined with enthusiasm for study. His straight nose, the firm line of his mouth… Examined one by one, they were surely handsome features, yet to the king’s eye, the man was nothing short of beautiful and graceful.


  The lecture was dreadfully dull. Sangwoo, it seemed, thought the same. Before long, his eyelids drooped, and then his head.


  At that moment, the jikgang, pacing up and down the hall, happened to pass between them.


  “Sangwoo, you may read the next passage for us.” There was a pause. “Sangwoo? Are you…dozing off?”


  The king, worried Sangwoo might startle awake, spoke just loudly enough for the jikgang to hear.


  “Hush. Do you not see he is sleeping?”


  The jikgang turned around, his face deathly pale. The king pretended not to notice and added, “Do not wake him. He did not sleep well last night.”


  “Your Majesty!” he whispered. “What in heaven’s name are you doing here? And why are you dressed as a student?”


  Now that it had been spoken aloud, the king could only chuckle.


  “I’m not sure myself. Go on with the lecture. The students are waiting.”


  The jikgang bowed stiffly, and the lecture continued.


  


  ***


  


  Sangwoo did not wake until long after the lecture had ended, until the sun, high in the sky, touched his cheek.


  The first thing he saw when he opened his eyes was a blur of ink too close to his face. As he pushed himself up from the desk, the next thing that entered his view was the man he currently most despised.


  Realizing they were the only two left in the vast lecture hall, Sangwoo let out a startled cry.


  “Did you sleep well, Mr. Choo?”


  “Wh-what is this? Why are we the only ones here? The lecture… What happened?”


  “It ended two hours ago.”


  The words hit Sangwoo like a slap. He knew perfectly well he was already late, yet indignation still burned through him.


  “Why didn’t you wake me?”


  “I was far too busy watching you sleep.”


  “I don’t even know what you’re talking about!”


  Sangwoo rose, irritation clear on his face.


  “I’m leaving. Do not follow me.”


  But the man caught his wrist and tugged him back into his seat.


  “You haven’t eaten, and neither have I. So I prepared a little meal. You there!”


  Before Sangwoo could protest, three attendantscame in carrying enormous trays. They set down bowls of rice and soup, along with so many side dishes that the table could barely hold them. Sangwoo could only gape in shock until they laid everything out and quietly withdrew. He had never seen such a grand feast.


  “A little meal? This is a meal fit for a king!”


  The man’s face flickered with brief surprise, but he quickly recovered and smiled. “You’re a funny one, aren’t you?”


  The food, admittedly, looked delicious. Sangwoo nearly reached for the chopsticks, but he managed to stop himself. This was no time to be stuffing himself. Yet if he tried to stand, the man would only pull him back again, so Sangwoo didn’t try to get up too hastily.


  “I have no appetite,” Sangwoo said calmly. “I must study what I missed today. You can eat if you please.”


  “How cold of you. I waited two hours beside you, and this is the thanks I get?”


  The moment Sangwoo opened his book, the man plucked it from his hands. Rage surged inside Sangwoo.


  “Return my book. I must review the chapter I missed.”


  And I missed that chapter because of you!


  Even as Sangwoo glared daggers at him, the man’s expression stayed perfectly serene. Instead of apologizing, he tossed the book lightly beside him.


  “Let’s see… The second chapter of The Doctrine of the Mean, was it?”


  He paused for a moment, as if recalling the passage, then began to recite it without hesitation.


  “The Master said, ‘A person who is not humane cannot remain for long either in hard or in easy circumstances. A humane person feels at home in humaneness. A wise person practices it because he sees benefits in humaneness.’”[4]


  Sangwoo, who had thought the man little better than a dog in human form, stared in shock. The man met his gaze directly.


  “And what does that passage mean?” The man asked.


  He was no lecturer, so Sangwoo had no obligation to answer, but a strange tension gripped his chest.


  “Well…one who lacks benevolence cannot endure hardship for long, and…”


  “Cannot long endure joy. Thus, the humane are at peace in benevolence. The wise?”


  “They find benefit in it,” Sangwoo answered quickly. For some strange reason, he wanted to get the answer right—to get the man’s approval.


  “Indeed.”


  Perhaps that was why, when the man smiled, Sangwoo’s own lips curved before he realized it. Meeting Sangwoo’s eyes with a quiet solemnness, the man continued:


  “As Zhu Xi annotated in his commentary, ‘The benevolent mind holds no distinction between inner and outer, near and far, fine or coarse. It has nothing to keep, yet never perishes of itself.’ Which is to say……?”[5]


  The man went over the standard interpretation, Zhu Xi’s commentary, and then even offered his own.


  Even after finishing the second chapter, he went on to the third and fourth, his words confident and fluid. He not only quoted the Classics from memory but reinterpreted them with fresh and practical insight that left Sangwoo dumbfounded. As he spoke, Sangwoo felt the blood pounding hot through his veins.


  Just who is this man?


  They say that by seeing one, you know ten, but this seemed to be the exception. Before him sat someone whose unrefined, repulsive manners hid an astonishing depth of knowledge and a geoan[6] no ordinary scholar could possess. Sangwoo initially assumed the man had entered Seonggyungwan by hereditary privilege, but now it was clear he’d qualified with his own abilities. With such intellect, the man could probably pass any examination he wanted.


  “Now then,” the man said, after finishing with his explanation of the seventh chapter, “will you take up your chopsticks?”


  The contempt Sangwoo had felt for him only a short while ago had melted away.


  “Very well.”


  Sangwoo hesitated, then reached for the brass spoon and muttered softly, “Thank you, sahyung.”


  At that, the man’s eyes curved in a smile of clear delight.


  “You’re most welcome.”


  


  


  


  

    [1] The attendance register for students entering the dining hall.


  


  

    [2] A form of protest where students vacate their dorms in demonstration.


  


  

    [3] An official Seonggyungwan instructor.


  


  

    [4] Cited from The Analects, by Confucius, trans. and ed. Annping Chin (New York: Penguin Classics, 2014), 4.2, 128.


  


  

    [5] Translated from Analects: Zhu Xi’s Collected Commentaries on the Analects, by Zhu Xi (Seoul: Woongjin Think Big, 2009), 125.


  


  

    [6] This term refers to a keen discernment, like a torch that illuminates what is hidden.
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  After the hearty meal, Sangwoo and the king made their way toward Yukilgak.[1] The decision had not been a mutual one: Sangwoo had insisted that one must cultivate the body at least once a week as self-discipline.


  The king, for his part, would have much preferred to fetch two horses and ride out with Sangwoo to a scenic riverside or mountain stream. He imagined riding side by side, the sound of hooves beating the earth… When they reached the water, he’d pretend to lose his balance so he could pull Sangwoo in. He wanted—beyond reason—to see that thin robe drenched and clinging to Sangwoo’s chest and waist, the wet fabric tracing every line of him. The king had already pictured in great detail how Sangwoo would look, crying out in his arms and clinging to him, his king…


  “Your behavior is highly irritating. If you’re so eager to idle about, you can do so by yourself.”


  “Ah… Right.”


  He had thought, after their shared study of the Classics, that he had finally won Sangwoo over. Of course, he was mistaken. Sangwoo’s tone was slightly more polite, but it was clear Sangwoo wasn’t eager to share his company.


  Resigned, the king trailed behind Sangwoo into Yukilgak. Sangwoo slung a quiver filled with bamboo arrows across his shoulder and carefully chose a sturdy bow. The king did the same.


  Sangwoo strode to the shooting line and took his position before the range. At a distance of eighty paces, a round wooden board had been set as the target.


  It seemed like Sangwoo now existed in a world of his own. He spread his feet shoulder-width apart, gripped the bow firmly, fixed his gaze on the target, and drew the string tight.


  Twang.


  The arrow shot forward and pierced the very center of the target.


  “Bull’s-eye,” the king murmured.


  Sangwoo lowered his bow, satisfaction coloring his face.


  He was clearly a gifted archer, but he lacked technique. His stance was correct but stiff, and his drawing arm was too tense. Shooting a single arrow while standing still was one thing, but if Sangwoo was walking, riding, or shooting in quick succession, that rigidity would be a flaw.


  “Sahyung, how are your shooting skills?” Sangwoo asked, unable to hide the smug edge in his tone.


  “I am fairly skilled myself, I suppose,” the king replied mildly.


  He pulled three arrows from the quiver, tucked them neatly into the sash around his waist, and stepped forward. As he walked, he drew one arrow, nocked it swiftly, and loosed it in one seamless motion.


  Twang.


  The arrow buried itself in the target’s center. Without pause, he took another step and shot another arrow.


  Twang.


  Another perfect bull’s-eye.


  By the time Sangwoo turned, wide-eyed, the final arrow was already drawn and nocked. His posture completely relaxed, the king stood with one eye closed. When he released his hold, the arrow flew straight, striking dead center once again.


  “All three bull’s-eyes,” Sangwoo muttered, half in awe, half in disbelief. “And here I was, thinking you were completely useless…”


  “Pardon?”


  “I am simply saying…a reevaluation seems to be in order. How did you manage to become so proficient in archery while studying at the same time?”


  It was a question laced with envy. The truth was, the king had always loved the bow. As Crown Prince, he had trained daily on horseback until even the best of the royal guards could barely match him. But he couldn’t exactly explain this to Sangwoo, so he simply smiled.


  For a time, neither spoke. Then, shading his eyes from the sun, Sangwoo broke the silence.


  “You must be looking forward to the daesarye,[2]sahyung.”


  “Daesarye…?”


  Lazily leaning against the shooting platform, the king gazed up at the sky. He had never once looked forward to such formalities, but now, imagining Sangwoo among the new participants, he found himself anticipating it for the first time.


  “With that skill, you’re bound to take first place. I’m sure you’ll be receiving the prize from His Majesty himself,” Sangwoo added seriously, and the king burst out laughing.


  “And what about you, Sangwoo? What would you want as a prize if you won first place?”


  “I-I never said I wanted…”


  “Come now, your desire was clear as day.”


  Sangwoo scratched awkwardly at the back of his neck. “Well…I suppose I would like to win first place.”


  “And what prize would you wish for?”


  “It isn’t about the prize. I simply dislike losing to others.”


  The king lifted his head at the unexpected reply. When their eyes met, Sangwoo quickly turned away.


  “Do you think that makes me unworthy of being a sadaebu?”[3]


  The king smiled and shook his head. Some would call Sangwoo too honest for his own good. But to him, every inch of Sangwoo’s sincerity only made him more endearing.


  “I think,” the king said quietly, “it is quite adorable.”


  But he hadn’t meant to speak his true feelings.


  Sangwoo’s eyes widened again. “Pardon…?”


  “I meant to say…” The king cleared his throat hastily. “I mean, it’s admirable. Your diligence, that is.”


  “Ah…”


  Sangwoo still looked slightly confused. The king quickly steered the conversation back to the topic at hand.


  “Still, there must be something you’d want as a reward?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Surely, you have some material desires. Perhaps you might want one of the royal treasures. Silks reserved only for the royal family, the finest bow in the land, or perhaps an exquisite inkstone… If nothing else, perhaps another one of those long poles you seem to love to brandish.”


  Sangwoo had no idea why this man seemed so obsessed with the topic of prizes. He thought for a long moment, but truly nothing came to mind.


  “I told you, nothing. But I do wish…”


  “Yes?”


  “I wish His Majesty would rule with benevolence and wisdom. That’s all I ask.”


  At those words, the king fell silent for a long while, but when Sangwoo glanced up, he was smiling faintly.


  “I’ll remember that,” he said softly.


  Sangwoo scoffed lightly. “That’s a request for His Majesty, not you. What good is it for you to remember?”


  “What harm could there be?”


  “None, I suppose. But no use, either.”


  “How can you be sure? Perhaps I’ll meet His Majesty someday.”


  “You say that, but the first prize is already yours, isn’t it?”


  Sangwoo crossed his arms, a hint of irritation in his voice. After a pause, he added, “Then what about you, sahyung? What would you ask for?”


  “What would I ask for…?”


  The man only chuckled softly and did not answer. After Sangwoo pressed him several times, he finally relented.


  “There is one treasure I’ve come to desire lately.”


  “What is it?”


  “That is a secret, I’m afraid.”


  Sangwoo’s curiosity burned brighter. It was hard to imagine what the man could possibly lack. If he truly came from a family esteemed enough for the Minister of Education to directly tend to him, he probably wanted for nothing. Even the beads hanging from his hatstrings had been carved from precious stones.


  “Is it perhaps…daemo?”[4]


  The king chuckled again. “No.”


  “Gold or jade?”


  “No.”


  “Then what could it possibly be?”


  “You see… I only recently learned that there’s a treasure more wondrous than daemo and more radiant than gold or jade.”


  The man smiled mysteriously. Irritated by his sly evasion, Sangwoo turned away sharply.


  “A scholar has no use for treasures anyway.” He gripped his bow a little too tightly. “Enough talk. I must continue my shooting practice.”


  He extended his left arm at chest height and drew the string back with his right.


  Archery, to Sangwoo, was an act of self-cultivation, training both the body and mind. It was a discipline that demanded complete focus. Yet knowing someone was watching so closely at his side made it nearly impossible for him to steady his heart.


  What is the matter with me?


  As he aimed, stray thoughts clouded his mind. His fingers trembled. Losing focus, he squeezed his eyes shut and released.


  No doubt a miss.


  When he peeked at the target, he saw the arrow had landed at the very edge of it, far from center. He usually never landed such poor shots. Usually, at least nine out of ten would strike true. He felt his cheeks flush.


  “‘When the archer misses the center of the target, he turns round and seeks for the cause of his failure in himself.’”[5]


  The man’s calm voice grated on Sangwoo’s ears.


  “I know the cause of my mistake,” Sangwoo said curtly. “My focus wavered, and the point of the arrow followed.”


  “I’ll let that one slide. Now, try again.”


  Sangwoo silently lifted the bow. But he found himself remembering the other man’s flawless shooting form, which brought upon him a sudden feeling of inadequacy. The weight of the man’s gaze beside him felt heavy, tangible. He wanted to appear calm, but his expression twisted with unease.


  Twang.


  It hit the target, just barely. He sighed.


  “Again,” the man said again, his voice calm. It sounded like he had taken a step closer to Sangwoo.


  Tension climbed up Sangwoo’s spine. He wanted to put the bow down, yet another part of him longed to prove himself before this man. He drew the string again, but then he felt a presence right behind him.


  He froze. The man’s arm brushed against his, and then fingertips touched his chin.


  “Look straight.”


  The gentle whisper grazed his ear as his chin was gently tilted upward. Sangwoo held his breath.


  “It’s true you must brace firmly,” the man murmured, “but too much strength is just as bad.”


  A broad chest pressed lightly against Sangwoo’s back as strong hands guided his arms. Sangwoo inhaled sharply.


  “No, no… You must grip the string tight.”


  A warm hand enclosed Sangwoo’s right hand.


  “I’m surprised you’ve managed for so long with form like this.”


  “T-that’s not…!”


  Startled into focus, Sangwoo pulled the string taut. Somehow, it felt smoother than before, a bit easier.


  “Relax,” the man said softly behind him, nearly embracing Sangwoo.


  Sangwoo couldn’t tell if the comment was meant to help or to distract. The man’s hot breath near his ear made his vision blur white and his knees weaken, but Sangwoo gritted his teeth and glared at the target.


  “Aim a little higher.”


  A long finger nudged the arrowhead upward.


  “Don’t force it.”


  A light touch brushed his shoulder.


  “Let it curve like a willow branch, flowing in an arc.”


  “Yes.”


  “Now, before you release, picture the path it will take. You can close your eyes if you wish.”


  Sangwoo obeyed. With his eyes closed, the pounding of his own heart thundered in his chest, and beneath it, he felt the rhythmic beat of another’s, pressed against his back. It was a miracle he hadn’t let go of the string by mistake.


  My eyes are closed…yet I still see your face.


  Sangwoo snapped his eyes open and let the arrow fly.


  Twang.


  “Bull’s-eye, awoonim.”[6]


  The warmth that had been pressed against Sangwoo’s back withdrew, leaving laughter lingering by his ear.


  “It seems you’ll be the star of the daesarye, not me.”


  With that, the man wandered away.


  Leaning his weight on the platform, Sangwoo let his body sag. When he closed his eyes, a heavy sigh escaped his lips.


  


  


  


  

    [1] A specialized pavilion used to store archery equipment at Seonggyungwan.


  


  

    [2] A state archery ritual held at Seonggyungwan where the king and his officials practiced archery as a demonstration of moral discipline and Confucian virtue.


  


  

    [3] A member of the elite Joseon scholar-official class who combined academic mastery with high-ranking government service.


  


  

    [4] A luxury material sourced from sea turtle shells and used to craft high-status items, such as decorative beads.


  


  

    [5] A quote from The Doctrine of the Mean by Confucius. Translation from MIT's Internet Classics Archive: https://classics.mit.edu/Confucius/doctmean.html.


  


  

    [6] A respectful Joseon-era term used by an older man to address a younger man, usually for brothers or peers.
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  After their brief shooting practice, the man was nowhere to be seen, as if he had evaporated. Sangwoo told himself it was good that the obstruction to his studies had disappeared, yet he couldn’t help feeling the man’s absence. He sat with his books in Jongyeonggak[1] until closing time, but since his mind was wandering off, not a single line actually registered.


  When Sangwoo returned to his room, which felt emptier than usual, he stood for a while and stared at the black line that divided the space in two.


  He might come back at night… Just like how he slipped in like a thief that evening.


  Sangwoo placed his mat and bedding on the left half of the room and lay down. He fell asleep wondering what to make of this unfamiliar unease that had slipped into his life.


  


  When Sangwoo awakened around six in the morning, the right side of the room was still empty.


  He deliberately avoided looking that way as he dressed. He cleansed his face and ate at the dining hall. Around ten in the morning, he attended the lecture on The Book of Documents in Myeongnyundang. Afterward, he went to Jongyeonggak to review what he had learned. To Sangwoo, it was a day no different from any other.


  But something is missing.


  He tried to work out what it was he lacked, but every time he did, the same face drifted to the surface of his mind and left him flustered. He had only known the strange man for two days. He did not know the man’s surname, his name, or anything of true importance. All Sangwoo knew was that the man was well-versed in Confucius’s teachings, that he was an excellent archer, and that his eyes formed a pretty curve when he smiled.


  Sangwoo was on his way back to Jongyeonggak after his evening meal. Between Yukilgak and the Jeongrokcheong[2] stood a large maple tree. As he passed it, as he always did, he happened to glance at the trunk.


  How odd…


  A large red maple leaf was stuck in the hollow of the trunk. When he went closer, he saw the rough brushstroke of the character 秋. It meant autumn, but by coincidence, it was also his own surname, so Sangwoo craned his neck and studied it more closely.


  “Is it not a pity,” said the voice he had been hearing in his head all day, sounding from behind Sangwoo, “to know the Classics yet let the turning of the seasons pass you by?”


  Sangwoo spun around at once.


  “Is it not, Mr. Choo?”


  The nobleman stood with one hand behind his back, a fan raised to cover half his face. The moment Sangwoo saw him, his face brightened.


  Instead of the rough robe students usually wore, the man wore a purple silk robe over a short-sleeved yellow coat. From the hatstrings of his wide gat hung brightly colored beads, and his sash, woven with gold thread, fell all the way to his knees, proclaiming wealth and power. On any other day, Sangwoo would have frowned at such ostentation, but the attire suited the man so perfectly that he could only stare with his mouth agape.


  A gold-thread sash, of all things… That is a color reserved for only His Majesty.


  The man was shameless and brazen, and still, Sangwoo couldn’t help but smile.


  “I know the Classics, but I do not know the seasons,” Sangwoo said. “If I wish to know them, what must I do?”


  The man smiled.


  “If you follow me, I shall show you.”


  Sangwoo, forgetting entirely that he had been on his way to Jongyeonggak, followed.


  


  The king led Sangwoo to a quiet hillside behind the students’ dormitory, where a small stream flowed through the grass. Save for the palace gardens themselves, it was the finest place within Seodaemun[3] to view trees in all their beauty.


  Even while passing through the vibrant forest, even while walking along the glittering river flowing toward the mountain, Sangwoo paid almost no attention to the scenery. Instead, he decided to ask a few questions that had been burning in his mind.


  “Where did you sleep yesterday, sahyung?”


  “At my family home.”


  “And why did you go there?”


  “I was…summoned by my family.”


  Even after taking the throne, the king held great affection for his grandfather, who had practically raised him. So he had gone to the palace at his grandfather’s summons, only to be told to wed some powerful minister’s daughter. Of course, the answer had been a clear “No.” It had also left his mood foul, but walking side by side with Sangwoo made even the irritation fade away.


  “To tell the truth, I had quite a quarrel with my grandfather,” he finally said.


  “What for?”


  “He tried to force something on me…something I have no desire to do. When I refused, he flew into a rage. So I, too, raised my voice.”


  “Was what he proposed contrary to custom or unlawful?”


  “It was…within custom. Certainly not unlawful. I simply did not like it, so I rejected it.”


  “That will not do,” Sangwoo said at once. “Filial piety is the foundation of society. If you abandon it, you may as well be a wild beast. A wise man would have accepted his grandfather’s proposal and made him happy.”


  The king felt frustrated that Sangwoo didn’t understand where he was coming from, yet this was accompanied by adoration. Sangwoo’s words were too ideal, too altruistic. Yet the innocence with which Sangwoo put his faith in books and customs was something rare and precious.


  “You cannot live so strictly by the books. Do you truly think all things in this world are so obviously black and white?”


  “The Classics never speak falsely. If we are not to keep them, what need have we for customs and principles?”


  Customs and principles, you say…


  For a Confucian scholar, the king’s mind was unusually pragmatic. He would not say so aloud, for the nation’s traditions were surely important, but in truth, he paid little heed to customs and principles. Now he was curious what Sangwoo would think if he knew.


  “Since we are speaking of it,” the king prompted, “His Majesty seems to neglect principle rather often, does he not? I have always found this…troubling.”


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


  “Well, he appoints officials to his liking, and he is too stubborn in his judgments. By now, could he not be called a hongoon?”[4]


  “You must not slander His Majesty as one of his subjects,” Sangwoo said, his face cold and stern. The king felt a brush of anticipation as Sangwoo continued.


  “It is true that His Majesty is overly fond of entertainment, and he can be quite extravagant at times. On occasion, he makes strange decisions that shake the very foundation of the court. Above all, even though nine years have passed since he took the throne, he has not yet taken a queen, contributing to the disarray of the inner palace.”


  The king waited, tense.


  Sangwoo paused thoughtfully. “However… I suppose he is technically closer to a wise, benevolent ruler than a foolish one. From the days of his youth, he was keen, with sharp insight into worldly affairs and the order of Heaven and Earth. He is skilled in foreign dealings. He governs the affairs of state with balance, never bestowing favor on just one faction. Furthermore, he promotes commerce and culture, so the people live more prosperously than ever before.”


  As he listened, the king’s lips curved upward until his cheeks could barely contain his smile.


  “Ah-ha-ha… Is that so?”


  “The only thing is…,” Sangwoo added, “it seems my petitions have not been reaching His Majesty.”


  The king nearly tripped over a stone. He coughed loudly, but Sangwoo had no intention of changing the subject.


  “I suspect some of his officials are stealing them.”


  “Th-that cannot be. If you submitted a petition, I am sure His Majesty read it.”


  “If His Majesty heeded even one of them, would he have allowed the Crown Prince, Jang Jaehong, to continue such shameful behavior or left the queen’s seat empty to this day?”


  Had I known it was you who wrote those petitions, I would have penned ten, no, a hundred pages in response.


  The king smiled wryly and looked at Sangwoo, eyes earnest.


  “As I said, the world is not so simple. The Crown Prince is well-versed in arithmetic and commerce and knows the market better than anyone. Without him, the Ministry of Taxation would not run smoothly.”


  “Yet his conduct is simply disgraceful.”


  “That much…one can overlook. As for selecting a queen…”


  The king, who had already been tormented by his grandfather regarding this very matter earlier that day, let out a deep sigh. His tired gaze slid over Sangwoo’s face, almost desperate.


  “Is it not too cruel to press even a king into a marriage he does not want? A king is human, too. He cannot swear his heart to someone he does not love.”


  He already knew who he wanted to give his heart to, yet tradition and duty only ever pushed him toward where he least wished to go.


  “If that is the duty of one born not as a commoner but as a king, then he must do so,” Sangwoo said firmly.


  The king, looking into those lucid, naive eyes, suddenly felt his head clear like the sky after pouring rain.


  “No,” he said, firmly pronouncing every word, “there are some things in this world more important than duty.”


  It was obvious Sangwoo didn’t agree, but the king did not mind in the least. On such a beautiful night, walking with a man who had won over his heart, nothing could sour his mood.


  As the king gazed up at the crescent moon, Sangwoo said suddenly, “We should head back inside.”


  When the king did not answer, Sangwoo urged again, “The wind is rather sharp. If you keep walking like this, you may catch a cold.”


  “That will not do.”


  The king began to undo his sash and coat while Sangwoo watched with a puzzled look. But when the warm silk landed over Sangwoo’s shoulders, his eyes rounded.


  “I did not mean for you to take off your clothes for me, sahyung.”


  The king took the surprised man by the shoulders and turned him toward himself, then gathered the robe, which was far too big, around Sangwoo’s shoulders and tied the sash in a quick knot.


  “It is not for free,” the king said with a smile.


  Sangwoo lifted his head, looking slightly suspicious.


  “Then you can take it back.”


  “No. You can keep me warm instead.”


  


  


  


  

    [1] The official library of Seonggyungwan.


  


  

    [2] The administrative office at Seonggyungwan.


  


  

    [3] The “Great West Gate” area of Seoul.


  


  

    [4] A dim or foolish ruler.


  




  Sangwoo gave him a puzzled look. “What exactly do you mean?”


  “My hands. They’re freezing,” the king said shamelessly, then glanced over to catch Sangwoo’s reaction. “It’s an old ailment, you see.”


  He made an effort to sound pitiful, which had the desired effect. Sangwoo, as honest and direct as ever, bluntly asked, “What shall I do for you?”


  “Oh, you hopeless fool…,” he whispered, “just share a little warmth from your hands.”


  At the king’s soft tone, Sangwoo’s neck flushed red. After a moment, Sangwoo’s fingertips carefully brushed against the king’s palm. The king pretended not to notice until Sangwoo fully took his hand.


  “But, sahyung…” Sangwoo’s voice wavered ever so slightly, which was unusual for him.


  “Yes?”


  “Your hands are rather…hot. As if you’re feverish.”


  “Not at all. That is only a figment of your imagination.”


  “Is that so?”


  Instead of giving Sangwoo a response, the king traced his thumb over Sangwoo’s palm, which was damp with nervous sweat.


  When they fell quiet, the sounds of the night rose around them, with insects and the rustle of leaves in the autumn breeze. A thin crescent moon curved above, its light carving a path ahead. Satisfaction spread in the king’s chest.


  “With wonderful scenery like this, I feel inspired to compose a verse. Do you ever write poetry?” he asked.


  “I have no interest in such trivial arts.”


  Apparently, there was nothing in the world Sangwoo cared about besides studying and self-cultivation. In that case, the king would simply have to be his mentor. And if that meant more things for them to do together in the future, all the better.


  “Then I’ll compose one for you, one inspired by your name.”


  Sangwoo didn’t react. The king tugged gently on his hand until he stopped walking. Now that they were facing each other, Sangwoo couldn’t meet the man’s gaze, nervously staring at the end of the king’s sash.


  Good heavens… How can someone be this adorable?


  Without thinking, the king reached up. He wanted to stroke Sangwoo’s cheek but worried he’d startle Sangwoo, so he simply tipped Sangwoo’s chin up. Sangwoo’s flushed face lifted, and his eyes, glinting like obsidian, caught the moonlight and sent heat roaring through the king’s chest. He forced himself to stay composed.


  “Well? Aren’t you going to give me my inspiration?”


  “Shall I…give you my name?” Sangwoo sounded reluctant, but he did as he offered.


  The king immediately began composing the poem:


  


  Autumn moonlight glitters over the rippling stream.


  As I wander by your side, rank and order drift away.


  Who needs envy Yu Ji and Xiang Yu[1] when I have this moment with you?


  


  When he finished, Sangwoo only stared at him, eyes dark and unreadable.


  “Yu Ji and Xiang Yu are lovers. Why mention them here?” Sangwoo asked.


  The king tightened his hold on Sangwoo’s hand. “Because… Don’t we look like lovers, walking hand in hand like this?”


  “Pardon…?”


  The king chuckled. “I jest. Now you owe me a reply verse.”


  “I have no such talent. Besides…” Sangwoo drifted off mid-sentence, his face reddening. He lifted his gaze to the king and muttered, “I still…haven’t heard your name.”


  He was desperate for an answer, that much the king could tell. Meeting Sangwoo’s earnest stare, the king replied softly, “You never asked, so I saw no reason to say it.”


  They were close enough now that the king could see Sangwoo’s throat move when he swallowed. Seemingly gathering his courage, Sangwoo spoke with determination. “Well, I am asking now. Please tell me your name…sahyung.”


  The king could no longer hold back. He stepped in, close enough to count Sangwoo’s eyelashes.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  It was the first time he had addressed Sangwoo with such familiarity. His voice came out rougher than usual, and he fought the urge to whisk Sangwoo somewhere far away and keep him all to himself. “You truly want to know my name?”


  “Yes.”


  Sangwoo, usually so confident and shameless, now trembled like someone standing at the edge of a cliff. The king bent closer. One misstep would have brought their lips together.


  “Once you know it, everything will change. Yet you still wish to know?” the king whispered.


  “You’re…too close.” Sangwoo’s voice was barely audible.


  “Do you dislike it?”


  “No.”


  Sangwoo finally lifted his gaze. His eyes gleamed under the moonlight. Instead of shying away, he stared directly at the king, sharp and bold.


  “Sahyung… You’re striking,” he said.


  The confession tumbled out of him. The king’s heart hammered wildly. Sangwoo’s moistened lips were tempting him, urging him forward. He’d pay any price Sangwoo asked to slip his tongue between his lips and ravish him.


  The king took a deep breath and said slowly, “My…name is—”


  Before he could finish, Sangwoo seized the collar of his robe and yanked him forward. Their lips collided. In an instant, a slick tongue pushed into the king’s mouth.


  Sangwoo no longer showed any restraint. There was no hint of the young man who knew nothing but the teachings of the Classics now. He was determined, almost wild.


  Stunned at first, the king shut his eyes and kissed him back.


  Their mouths locked, and their tongues tangled. Saliva slid down their chins, but in that moment, they couldn’t care less. The king cupped Sangwoo’s rosy cheek and pulled him closer. Every breath tasted sweet enough to make his head swim.


  When the king’s hand slipped from Sangwoo’s shoulder down to the small of his back, Sangwoo suddenly pressed a palm to his chest and pushed him away, panting.


  His cheeks were blazing, and his eyes filled with confusion and shock.


  “What…what have I just…?” Sangwoo muttered as he quickly wiped the king’s saliva from his lips.


  The king studied him quietly, then said, “Indeed, you went against all customs of this land by kissing another man.”


  Sangwoo snapped his head up. “You were the one who tempted me.”


  “Me?”


  Sangwoo shoved the king’s arm away and pulled himself out of his embrace. He took a step back and erupted. “You were the one who leaned closer and whispered in my ear!”


  The king easily closed the distance Sangwoo had put between them and smiled.


  “I would have whispered my name right into your ear if you hadn’t thrown yourself at me first.”


  “Th-thrown myself at you? It was only a momentary lapse. It’s because you were so close, and…your eyes were shining like stars and…”


  “Is that so? What a shame. I was about to do it again,” the king replied nonchalantly.


  Sangwoo gritted his teeth. He clenched both fists and glared at the king with visible rage.


  “Stop it with your nonsense! Do you truly enjoy toying with the feelings of another? And what is so precious about that name of yours that you still haven’t given it to me?”


  The king chuckled. “Calm yourself. I shall give it to you.”


  What was his mere name really for Sangwoo to want it so badly? It was a name known across all eight provinces of Joseon, and yet no one dared say it. Even so, the king found himself yearning to hear his name spoken in Sangwoo’s timbre.


  He hesitated for a moment, then slowly parted his lips.


  “My name is…”


  “Your tricks won’t work anymore. This time, just say it.”


  Sangwoo probably meant to sound angry and determined, but his face was only endearing. It was strange. The more the king gazed at Sangwoo’s face, the more enchanting it became. Sangwoo’s words were no longer registering in his mind. He simply watched Sangwoo’s lips move, his mind going blank.


  “My name…is…”


  He forgot what he meant to say. Instead, he bent down, angled his head, and found Sangwoo’s lips again. They were still swollen and heated, and as they parted, a breathy moan slipped out.


  This time, Sangwoo didn’t fling himself at him like a wild animal, letting the king do as he pleased instead. So the king kissed him gently, sweetly. He wrapped an arm around Sangwoo’s shoulders, pulled him close, and kissed him deeply, one hand stroking Sangwoo’s rigid back as he held Sangwoo against him.


  When their lips finally parted, Sangwoo let out a long sigh. The king brushed his thumb over Sangwoo’s lips to wipe them clean, then looked down at his dazed face.


  “It seems like you cannot go a single minute without toying with me,” Sangwoo whispered between ragged breaths. To the king’s eyes, he had never looked more lovely.


  The king only had to wave a hand to obtain the finest silks and treasures rarer than most men would ever see. But if he could not have this man’s heart—more precious than any cloth, brighter than any jewel—none of it meant anything.


  “I have never once toyed with you,” he whispered.


  A dull ache tugged at the king’s heart as he reached for Sangwoo’s cheek. When his palm cupped Sangwoo’s pale face, Sangwoo, who had returned to staring at the ground, slowly lifted his head.


  His face was filled with confusion, yet his gaze remained open and honest. Just one look from Sangwoo sent waves rippling through the king’s heart, and Sangwoo was completely oblivious to it.


  The king was leaning in for a third kiss when a faint rustle came from the trees. He moved in front of Sangwoo at once and spun around. His hand had already found the hilt of the dagger hidden at his waist.


  He had assumed it would be a wild animal from the forest. But the man who burst forth was the captain of the Royal Guard who trailed him everywhere, silently shadowing his steps. Now disguised as a commoner, the captain moved with surprising speed for a man built like a wild boar, sprinting straight toward the king.


  “Your…Your Majesty!”


  Sangwoo’s jaw dropped. His face turned white as he stared at the king, whose expression stiffened at once.


  Not only had the captain ruined a blissful moment, but the king had specifically ordered the captain to stay hidden and guard him from the shadows, only to reveal himself if there was urgent business. If he had appeared now, something serious must have happened.


  “What is it?”


  The rebuke in the king’s tone was unmistakable as the captain dropped to one knee and bowed low.


  “Pardon me, Your Majesty, but this matter is of the utmost importance.”


  “You may speak.”


  “We just received word from Geumwiyeong. The Minister of Justice, Kim Soonjik, fell from his horse and has passed away. The assassin who pushed him from the saddle has yet to be captured.”


  “Ah… I see.”


  The cheongbaekni[2] Kim Soonjik, who had once served in the Office of Special Advisors, had always had plenty of enemies. His sharp, honest advice had never failed to give the king a headache. To think he had died in such a way… It was truly unfortunate.


  The king quietly considered the likely circumstances of the incident and how to contain the aftermath, then spoke in a low, heavy voice.


  “I shall return to the palace at once.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty! We have prepared your horse.”


  “Before that…”


  The king turned. Sangwoo stood there, as pale as a spirit. The king had always meant to reveal his identity someday, perhaps watch the comical shock spread across Sangwoo’s face, but not like this.


  “I suppose my name no longer holds any mystery,” he muttered.


  Sangwoo’s eyes went wide, and he frantically folded his hands together, ready to bow low on the ground.


  “Y-Your…Majesty… To have the honor of—”


  “No need for that. I am the one who deceived you.”


  “No, I…your humble subject…”


  The king laid a hand gently on his shoulder, and Sangwoo’s stammering halted. Meeting his eyes, the king said firmly, “Captain, escort this seonbi[3] back to Seonggyungwan and see him safely to his quarters. You are not to return until you have watched him enter his chambers with your own eyes.”


  The captain began to protest. “But, Your Majesty! It is my duty to remain at your side—”


  “That is an order. I will return with the royal guards you brought.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty.”


  Several soldiers stepped out from between the trees, leading the horses beside them. The king turned his back to Sangwoo and strode away.


  When will I see you again, I wonder… I already yearn for your company.


  Sangwoo’s shocked expression lingered in his mind. But he kept walking forward, feigning composure.


  


  


  


  

    [1] The romance of Yu Ji, or Consort Yu, and Xiang Yu is a legend of star-crossed lovers.


  


  

    [2] A term used for a public official who was selected upon the recommendation of high-ranking, senior court officials and recognized for their integrity and incorruptibility.


  


  

    [3] A term referring to a scholarly gentleman in the Joseon period.


  




  6.


  It took three full days to investigate the Minister of Justice’s fall from his horse, punish the culprit, and appoint a successor. During that time, the king found himself dragged into a tiresome clash between factions and was forced to witness his ministers squabbling like cats and dogs.


  That day, the king had slipped out of Sajeongjeon[1] early to lounge idly in his bedchamber. The man he had summoned at dawn had yet to arrive, even after several hours, leaving him faintly displeased.


  “Choo Sangwoo has arrived, Your Majesty.”


  When the court eunuch finally announced Sangwoo’s arrival from outside his room, the king had been absently flipping through an illustrated book, his crimson robe hanging loose around his shoulders, his headdress and jade belt discarded on the floor beside him.


  He sprang up at once, put on his headdress, and began to arrange his clothes into something more presentable. He tied the ribbons on his robe, fastened his belt around his hips, and tried to look as dignified as possible.


  “He may enter,” the king said.


  The door opened, and Sangwoo stepped inside.


  The king, who had spent three days yearning for the man, felt his world light up—but forced his expression to remain impassive.


  Sangwoo wore a simple blue-green robe, the fabric woven from rough cotton. Its collar was black, and he wore a simple sash of the same color. His black hat was quite plain, its strings nothing but simple strips of cloth.


  His attire was proper and respectful, yet it felt a bit too austere.


  The king, not dwelling on the modest outfit for long, let his gaze trace the young man’s striking features.


  Beneath a pale forehead, eyes as dark as night were respectfully lowered to the ground, appearing somewhat troubled. His smooth cheeks looked a little gaunt, as if something had troubled him greatly while they were apart, yet the man was still so lovely that the king ached with a desire to touch him. His straight, sharp nose looked almost sculpted by a master artist, and his lips were tightly sealed. The king wished he could kiss the man.


  Sangwoo clasped his hands together, walked forward with his head bowed deeply, and knelt on the floor to bow down before the king.


  “I have received your summons, Your Majesty,” Sangwoo said.


  “Three days since I last saw you.”


  The king, feeling a laugh bubbling up in his chest, turned his head slightly as he continued.


  “It has been quite dull without your daily petitions. I must say, I enjoyed tearing them to shreds.”


  Where his head pressed against his hands, the fingertips visible beneath Sangwoo’s hat trembled. He remained bowed for quite some time.


  After a long silence, Sangwoo spoke in a small voice. “Shameful as it is, I beg…that you put me to death, Your Majesty.”


  “You are a dongryangjijae[2] of this nation,” the king answered. “If I were to take the life of such a bright talent, it would be a grave loss to the country. Tell me why I should do such a thing.”


  Sangwoo replied in a steady tone, “I, foolish as I am, failed to recognize you and behaved with unforgivable disrespect. I have no right to even ask for mercy. Please allow my death to atone for my crimes.”


  “I suppose it’s true you once pointed a pole at my throat and kicked me in the chest.”


  Sangwoo flinched and let out a faint sigh. The king looked down at him with warm, adoring eyes, even as his voice remained cold.


  “And that’s not all. Have you already forgotten how you assaulted my lips?”


  “I have indeed committed an unforgivable sin, Your Majesty.”


  The king, long accustomed to bootlickers, could easily detect lies. Yet he sensed no such deceit from Sangwoo. The way Sangwoo had entered the room, trembling and terrified, and the way he bowed under the weight of the king’s authority were not an act. Nor was his composure now, perfectly calm and stoic.


  Sangwoo had truly entered the king’s chamber prepared to die.


  The king watched him quietly for a moment, then said in a low voice, “But there is another sin, one not yet addressed, that is indeed unforgivable.”


  One that couldn’t be punished or resolved by any existing means.


  “Choo Sangwoo, you may now rise.”


  As the young man slowly straightened up, the king searched his face. Sangwoo’s mouth was set firmly in resolve, yet in his eyes lay a sorrow: a deep yearning for life. And within that brief clash of their eyes, the king saw a fierce, unmistakable desire.


  And that was the treasure the king coveted above all else.


  Softening his expression, the king said gently, “The crime of stealing my heart is so great that even if you were to take your own life five thousand times, it would not be enough.”


  During the three days he had gone without seeing the young man, the king had more than once felt ready to break free and run to him. Restraining himself had been pure torture. Never before had anyone inflicted such torment upon him.


  Sangwoo, who had been sitting with solemn resignation, jerked his head up with wide eyes. He stared at the king in complete confusion, though he did not dare speak his true feelings to the king.


  The king offered no further explanation and merely gestured to him.


  “Come closer.”


  Sangwoo shuffled forward on his knees, then paused with visible unease. In the audience hall, a desk would have separated them, but here in the king’s bedchamber, a strange tension filled the air.


  “Closer.”


  Sangwoo obeyed at once. The king, reclining against the cushions, watched him approach until he was within reach. Then, like a viper, the king seized Sangwoo’s arm and pulled him in.


  Sangwoo stiffened in shock, but when the king drew him onto his lap and wrapped his long arms around him from behind, Sangwoo began to struggle. But the king didn’t relent, only squeezing Sangwoo tighter.


  “I missed holding you like this,” the king whispered, content.


  “Sahyung— I mean, Your Majesty…”


  “Yes? What is it that you wish to say?”


  When Sangwoo finally stopped resisting, the king slid his hands down to Sangwoo’s hips, feeling Sangwoo’s flat, toned stomach along the way. Resting his chin on the young man’s shoulder, the king buried his nose in the curve of his neck. Sangwoo twisted uncomfortably, his breath trembling.


  “I thought you had summoned me so you could punish me, Your Majesty. I truly believed this would be my last day. I even sold all my belongings and sent a written will to my family.”


  The king burst into laughter. Once again, Sangwoo was proving that he was as unbending and straight-minded as bamboo. Were he not a man who valued propriety above all else, he might have fled to the countryside, or even overseas, during the past three days. Had he slipped past the men the king planted throughout Seonggyungwan, soldiers would now be searching for him all over the country.


  The king happily buried his face in Sangwoo’s pale skin, satisfied that Sangwoo had come so willingly and quietly.


  “The last day? Oh, you adorable fool… This is only the beginning.”


  At this, Sangwoo whipped his head around, giving the king a bewildered look. The king’s heart lurched at the sudden proximity.


  Unaware of the king’s stirring desire, the scholar asked innocently, “What is beginning, exactly, Your Majesty?”


  The king let out a low chuckle.


  “Our story, of course.”


  


  


  


  

    [1] The king’s office in Gyeongbokgung Palace.


  


  

    [2] A person who is fit to undertake important tasks that support a household or a country.


  




  <1.5> printf(“I love you\n”);


  


  The ceiling rose impossibly high above Jaeyoung. The building itself was old-fashioned yet grand. An entire wall had been opened up, letting natural light glide across the polished stone floor. Where the wall should have been, a sheer white veil cascaded downward in soft curves. Through the veil, Jaeyoung caught fleeting glimpses of a sweeping meadow and an open shoreline, both so romantic he almost forgot to breathe.


  He turned and looked up. The ceiling was so high he had to crane his neck all the way back to see the chandelier overhead and saw crystals carved like water droplets glinting in the candlelight. Along both walls, large candlesticks decorated at their bases with large leaves, lush and green, and flowers, blossoming like ripe fruit, rose along an elegant arch, vines curling around the metal. Given the faint fragrance threading through the room, they had to be real.


  Wow… I’ve never seen a wedding hall like this before.


  Just who on earth was getting married here? He’d once attended the wedding of a famous politician’s daughter at a five-star hotel, but even that venue paled in comparison to this.


  It wasn’t simply that everything looked expensive. Every detail, even the smallest one, felt special. The building itself, the interior decorations, the way the space was arranged, the props, the music drifting through the air—it was as if someone had stepped into his head, sorted through all his tastes, and then arranged everything accordingly.


  Huh?


  Jaeyoung suddenly realized he was surrounded by the white veil and fragrant flowers. The very spot where he stood was flooded with sunlight, pouring down on him like a perfect spotlight.


  He was standing at the far end of a long corridor covered with a white carpet. On the opposite side was a set of large doors, and rows of wooden tables lined with guests stretched down both sides.


  And it hit him: Jaeyoung had somehow forgotten that today was his wedding!


  He only now noticed the warm gazes drifting toward him from the seats. He nodded at a few people in a belated greeting. They’d done so much preparation, only for him to forget he was the star of the day. Unbelievable.


  A soft chuckle slipped out. Not only was it ridiculous that he’d spaced out during a wedding he’d spent months preparing for, but he was more nervous than he’d let himself admit.


  He looked away from the expectant eyes of the guests and down at his shoes, which gleamed under the sunlight. Only now did he remember how many times he’d gone back and forth trying to choose these handmade shoes.


  I’m finally getting married.


  His heart began to race. He’d always sauntered through life, confident everything would work out. But now that the big moment had arrived, he felt like a baby stepping out into the world for the very first time. All the preparations had been perfect, and still, he was terrified. The sunlight, the crisp air, the scent of flowers, the sea of guests… All of them were here for him. No, more accurately, for the two of them.


  Jaeyoung raised a fist to his lips and cleared his throat. His throat felt dry. Like the guests, he, too, was anxiously waiting for one person. A man who could pull off anything, whether that was a tux, a veil, or an armful of fresh flowers.


  Jaeyoung could easily imagine the man’s gait, the way his arms would swing naturally at his sides, but his expression… Now that was harder to guess.


  There was no way the man would be completely stoic. This was a moment the man had been anticipating for a long, long time. Besides, when they were alone, his face became so much more expressive. His calm, dark eyes always turned bright when they landed on Jaeyoung, lighting up his entire face. Considering that, the man would probably enter with his lips pressed in a straight line, eyes tinged with anticipation.


  But he wouldn’t cry…right?


  The idea of Sangwoo crying at their wedding made a mischievous smile curl at Jaeyoung’s mouth.


  If he even gets a little teary, I’m kissing him on the spot.


  The thought of ignoring everything they had planned and doing whatever his heart wanted sent Jaeyoung’s mood soaring. The moment he pictured Sangwoo in a tuxedo, his eyes brimming with tears, all that nervousness melted into something so bright it felt like his chest might burst.


  And then the large doors swung open, flooding the corridor with light. The heavy door hit the wall with a thud, and Jaeyoung’s heart skipped a beat. He curled his damp palms into fists, straightened his back, and tried his best to look composed.


  He couldn’t wait to see Sangwoo. He wanted to sprint across the long corridor but barely managed to hold himself back and stared at the silhouette stepping into the hall.


  His groom emerged—perfect from head to toe. Not even the blinding light could diminish his glow. He looked nervous, uncharacteristically so, and his cheeks were flushed.


  Jaeyoung stood there for a long moment, his mouth agape. He tried to force down the smile tugging at his lips but eventually gave up and let it spread across his face.


  He was ecstatic. Ridiculously, overwhelmingly happy. With a bit of exaggeration, it felt like he’d lived his whole life just for this moment.


  Come on, Sangwoo. Come to me.


  He knew Sangwoo would come. There was only one path forward. But Jaeyoung still felt impatient.


  But then…


  The doors opened again. Sangwoo stopped and turned around, no hint of surprise on his face, and Jaeyoung frowned.


  Something was wrong.


  Come to think of it, hadn’t they planned to walk in holding hands? Then why was Sangwoo all the way over there?


  Puzzling over what might have gone amiss, Jaeyoung lifted his head at a sudden noise.


  People were laughing and clapping.


  They were clapping for Sangwoo…and the woman walking with him, arms linked.


  Jaeyoung watched the two of them enter, violins playing in the background, feeling the blood drain from his body. The woman walking with Sangwoo wore a dazzling wedding dress and a sparkling tiara. But her face… Jaeyoung couldn’t see her face clearly.


  ‘Salut d’Amour’? Since when was that supposed to be the song… What the hell is going on?


  Jaeyoung’s head was spinning, his thoughts disintegrating into a mess of question marks.


  It wasn’t a simple mistake or misunderstanding. Sangwoo and the strange woman were dressed like the groom and bride and were walking into the wedding hall together. When the woman stumbled slightly, as if her foot had caught on something, Sangwoo stopped and checked on her with a gentle smile before they continued.


  What…? Why?


  Jaeyoung couldn’t make sense of any of it. He wanted to run up and tell them this was wrong. That the person who should be by Sangwoo’s side wasn’t that woman, it was Jaeyoung. That the person Sangwoo loved wasn’t that woman; it was Jaeyoung. He wanted to pull their hands apart and drag Sangwoo away from this nightmare.


  But his body refused to obey. His chest was burning hot with anger, but his hands were clapping slowly along with the other guests.


  What the hell?


  Jaeyoung tried clenching his fists, shouting, scowling, even kicking the air, but nothing worked. His body simply stayed seated like a statue.


  Seated…? But I was standing just a second ago!


  The realization struck him like a slap.


  Moments ago, he’d been standing at the end of the aisle, the place where he and Sangwoo were supposed to declare their vows and finally become married. Now he was seated at one of the guest tables.


  Someone sitting at the table next to him, a complete stranger, let out an excited whistle with a wide smile.


  “They look good together, don’t they?”


  “Right? Like a match made in heaven.”


  The words felt like a knife to the gut. Jaeyoung snapped back to reality as violently like someone had dumped a bucket of ice water over his head.


  He wasn’t the star of this ceremony like he’d thought. He was just one of the many guests who’d come to celebrate the marriage of the couple standing up front.


  His gaze dropped, desperately avoiding the scene in front of him. That was when he noticed the envelope placed neatly on the elegant tablecloth. He picked it up without thinking.


  


  To Mr. Kim Youngjae


  


  What the…fuck?


  Jaeyoung blinked at the envelope for a long moment. Of all the names in the world, what were the odds the person next to him would be named Kim Youngjae? Even if it was some bizarre coincidence, why did it have to be the one name he absolutely despised?


  Gritting his teeth, he tore the envelope open like it was the bane of his existence (but his hands, not obeying his command, opened it with infuriating gentleness).


  The thick card inside was pure white, just like the tablecloth, the envelope, and everything else in the beautiful venue. Very traditional, but nothing about the design was sloppy. It was sleek, expensive, and faintly scented with flowers.


  He opened the card. A map of the venue and a short greeting appeared. His eyes skimmed over the text, hunting down the information he needed.


  


  Groom: Choo Sangwoo
Bride: 꿻뜖씏


  


  He rubbed his eyes and stared again.


  Son of Choo Jonghan and Hwang Geumrye, Choo Sangwoo. After many years of dating, today they officially blah blah blah. Every name and sentence on the card was perfectly clear, except for the only thing he cared about: the bride’s name. No matter how long he stared, the characters refused to make sense.


  


  Groom: Choo Sangwoo
Bride: ‡⦖ℵ₰#


  


  What the fuck is this supposed to say?


  The characters shifted every time he looked at them and remained completely unreadable. No amount of squinting helped. Finally, fuming and seething, Jaeyoung tried to rip the invitation into pieces.


  Well…he wanted to, but his hands simply folded the card neatly and set it down gently. Every time he attempted to shred it, his fingers only stroked the cardstock lovingly.


  While he wrestled with the damn invitation, Sangwoo and the woman had already progressed down the aisle until they were standing right next to Jaeyoung. The bride’s face, like the illegible text on the card, couldn’t be seen. The space where her features should have been looked as if someone had applied a blurring filter to it.


  His anger, which had been surging in his chest, turned into despair the instant he looked at Sangwoo.


  Sangwoo, so rarely expressive in public, was standing there with a big smile, like he’d been waiting his whole life for this moment. Jaeyoung knew immediately that this wasn’t just any day for him. This was the day.


  No.


  Tears welled up in Jaeyoung’s eyes. He was crying, or so he thought, but his mouth was smiling. He tried to shake his head, but his neck moved on its own, nodding in a gentle congratulations to the newlyweds.


  This…this isn’t right.


  Sangwoo looked down at the bride with visible adoration, as if nothing else in the world mattered, as if she were unbelievably precious. His eyes were overflowing with affection.


  And Jaeyoung couldn’t understand why that affection wasn’t directed at him.


  Sangwoo-ya, please…


  Sangwoo blushed faintly, glancing around. His gaze drifted past Jaeyoung for a moment but didn’t linger for more than a second. Then he looked back at the bride, smiling. That beautiful smile, the one where his eyes curved into soft crescents, was now directed at a stranger.


  Stop it!


  Jaeyoung tried to scream with everything he had, but the sound that slipped through his lips was a cheerful whistle.


  In that moment, Jaeyoung was the only person in the hall who was utterly miserable. The gorgeous, dreamy wedding venue meant nothing to him now.


  Sangwoo cupped the bride’s cheeks with both hands. The woman, a few inches shorter than him, lifted her face slightly. She stood with her back to Jaeyoung, so all he could see was the elegant bun pinned up beneath the jeweled tiara. Above it, Sangwoo’s eyes came into view, then slowly disappeared as his eyelids drifted shut.


  Look at me, Sangwoo. I’m the one you’re supposed to be looking at, not her!


  Sangwoo tilted his head, lowering his chin. Jaeyoung knew exactly what was coming. He couldn’t watch it happen.


  No…!


  He wanted to lunge forward and tear the happy couple apart, but again, his hands betrayed him. They rose into the air, ready to deliver an enthusiastic round of applause.


  Fuck, damn it… No, no, no! Stop! Stop it!


  Jaeyoung gathered every bit of strength he had into his fingertips. He had to stop this, whatever it took.


  No, no, no… Absolutely…not…!


  “Nooooooo!”




  Just before Sangwoo’s lips touched the woman’s, Jaeyoung’s desperate shout tore through the wedding hall. The happy image shattered. Reality itself cracked and splintered, and the guests’ figures bent like rubber. The beautifully decorated walls and high ceiling liquefied and collapsed over their heads.


  Jaeyoung curled in on himself and screamed. For a moment, all he could hear was his own, ragged breathing.


  Then he was somewhere completely different. His mouth was still open, mid-shout. The unpleasant aftertaste of fear still clung to his tongue. A bead of sweat rolled from his forehead down his cheek. A thin summer blanket covered his naked body. He could tell that he was sitting up.


  A dark room came into view as Jaeyoung glanced around, eyes wide open. A Veggie Venturer poster hung on the wall, in front of which a wardrobe, a three-tier dresser, and a desk stood neatly arranged. When he turned his head, he saw his glasses and phone on the bedside table. Lying beside them was a condom wrapper.


  Next to Jaeyoung, a lump under the blanket shifted irritably. Dark hair poked out from beneath the blanket, which was pulled up to the figure’s neck. A hint of pale skin glimmered in the darkness. The thick lashes under the man’s tightly closed eyes and his straight nose cast deep shadows on his face, but Jaeyoung could only describe the man as adorable.


  Jaeyoung lowered the blanket slightly, staring at the portion of the man’s long neck that the striped pajamas failed to cover, then collapsed back onto the mattress. The sheet under his skin was damp with sweat. He rested his forearm over his eyes and tried to steady his breathing.


  When Jaeyoung finally lowered his arm, his elbow brushed against warm skin. The heat of the other man’s flesh pressing through their thin pajamas felt eerily, disturbingly real.


  A dream inside a dream, maybe…?


  Jaeyoung stared at the ceiling, which offered absolutely no answers, then slowly slipped his hand under the blanket. He traced the man’s toned arm, followed its bulging veins down to his wrist, and finally found Sangwoo’s hand. He threaded his own fingers through Sangwoo’s, one by one, fitting their hands together perfectly. Sangwoo’s hand hung limp, but Jaeyoung still felt a sense of satisfaction wash over him.


  There was no way this was a dream.


  A sudden possessiveness surged in his chest, and Jaeyoung pulled Sangwoo into his arms and held him tight.


  “Stop it… Enough…,” Sangwoo muttered, groaning. It sounded like he might be having a nightmare, too.


  Jaeyoung ignored his protests and pressed his forehead against Sangwoo’s, refusing to let go. Sangwoo groaned for another moment, then finally opened his eyes.


  “What now?”


  Sangwoo sounded exhausted, his eyes only half open. A part of Jaeyoung felt guilty for waking him, yet the sound of Sangwoo’s voice soothed his worries all the same.


  “Just sleep paralysis,” Jaeyoung muttered.


  “If you are feeling scared, you can suck on my chest like last time.”


  “No… I just wanna stay like this.”


  “Can’t…breathe…”


  Jaeyoung loosened his hold a little, but he still didn’t let go. Sangwoo squirmed slightly and turned his head toward the clock on the wall.


  “It’s 4:22 in the morning.”


  Even Sangwoo’s annoyed tone sounded surreal, fake. Jaeyoung was sharing the same bed with him, and they were definitely in a relationship, but none of it felt real. Sangwoo could get up and vanish at any moment. He could leave Jaeyoung in a heartbeat for the faceless woman he’d almost kissed. The thought made Jaeyoung squeeze Sangwoo even tighter.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  “What…?”


  “Make an acrostic poem with my initials.”


  He had to admit, he was pretty desperate at this point. Feeling a bit pathetic, Jaeyoung braced himself for rejection. But Sangwoo didn’t squirm out of Jaeyoung’s arms or snap at him. He only sighed.


  “J…”


  Sangwoo’s sleepy voice was almost inaudible, but at least he had said Jaeyoung’s first initial, and that was more than good enough.


  “Jang Jaeyoung… Be quiet.”


  Jaeyoung let out a silent breath of relief. Seeing the name Kim Youngjae in his dream had nearly given him a heart attack. He didn’t need to hear the rest, yet he still held Sangwoo tightly, hardly even daring to breathe.


  “J… Jaeyoungie-hyung, go to sleep. Y…”


  Sangwoo sighed.


  “Y…”


  It seemed like Sangwoo was having trouble coming up with the final line. A long silence lingered in the air. Just as Jaeyoung opened his mouth to say that it was fine, that he didn’t have to finish the poem, Sangwoo broke the silence.


  “Y… You either return the string index values or use regular expressions to distinguish English characters,” Sangwoo muttered, half asleep, then rolled over.


  “Yeah…that’s the Sangwoo I know and love.”


  The memory of the nightmare melted away as Jaeyoung pressed himself tightly against Sangwoo’s back. He slid his arm under Sangwoo’s armpit to touch as much of him as possible, buried his lips in Sangwoo’s nape, and finally closed his eyes.


  


  ***


  


  When Jaeyoung woke up again, it was around one in the afternoon.


  He didn’t usually sleep in like this, but to be fair, he’d gone to sleep completely exhausted the night before, and on top of that, he’d had a nightmare.


  Out of habit, Jaeyoung reached to his right, but his hand only brushed an empty spot on the mattress. When he turned his head, he immediately spotted Sangwoo, sitting ramrod straight at his desk.


  “Good morning,” Sangwoo said, holding a pen in his right hand and looking down at his book. Only his lips moved to produce the sound.


  Jaeyoung smiled without thinking.


  “Hey.”


  “I was going to wake you up for lunch, but I let you sleep in.”


  “Oh yeah?” Jaeyoung answered, stretching like a cat. Sangwoo glanced at him briefly and continued.


  “Yes. It seemed like additional sleep might be more beneficial to you than food. I made myself a delicious bowl of jjajangbap.”[1]


  “You mean you microwaved a bowl of instant jjajangbap according to the instructions?”


  Sangwoo didn’t reply.


  “Come on, I keep telling you to stop eating that garbage.”


  Sangwoo loved to lecture Jaeyoung about the nutritional value of his food, but if Jaeyoung didn’t cook for him, Sangwoo usually settled for instant meals. Personally, he didn’t want Sangwoo eating something so mediocre and low effort. Once, Jaeyoung had tried to stop him from buying a few containers at the grocery store, but Sangwoo had stubbornly insisted on putting them in their cart.


  “You said something about…being prepared in case a war breaks out,” Jaeyoung commented, remembering what Sangwoo had said back then. “Are we under attack or what?”


   “You can’t blame me for it. There wasn’t anything else I wanted to eat.”


  At this point, Jaeyoung knew better than anyone how much Sangwoo disliked cooking for himself, so he usually tried to cook proper meals for him. Today had been a rare exception.


  Why the hell did I have such a weird dream anyway?


  The dream had shaken him so badly that he didn’t even feel like nagging Sangwoo anymore. Suddenly feeling like a kicked dog, Jaeyoung pulled the blanket over his head.


  He wasn’t exactly a huge fan of marriage, but he didn’t despise it, either. He was simply uninterested. The idea of marriage existed far outside his orbit of concerns, just like how a lion didn’t concern itself with oranges. And it wasn’t just because his own parents had set the worst possible example of a married couple. Even dating felt like a leash around the neck to Jaeyoung, which was why he never lasted long in relationships. So the old-fashioned, outdated institution of marriage was basically a handcuffs-plus-shackles set for someone like Jaeyoung. Not to mention, it didn’t exactly match the fluid, flexible lifestyle he valued.


  What made it even more absurd was that his partner was a man. Even if he were interested in marriage, it’d be illegal to marry Sangwoo anyway. So why the hell had his brain decided to conjure up that nightmare?


  Fucking hell…


  Even if he generously looked past the unwelcome topic of marriage, the contents of the dream alone were enough to piss him off. He hated to admit it, but the nightmare had been a bit too realistic. It was different from the ridiculous dreams he usually told Sangwoo about, the ones that ended with Jaeyoung laughing incredulously.


  Even now, hours later, he could still picture the wedding venue in perfect detail. The suits and shoes he and Sangwoo had been wearing, the vivid floral scent hanging in the air, the way the tablecloths draped over the guests’ tables, even the wedding invitation resting on the table… The whole scene had been so lifelike that it felt like something that had actually happened. In fact, it almost felt like a damn premonition.


  Does that mean…I’m going to…br…break…up with…?


  Even the hypothetical stung, but Jaeyoung forced himself to stay rational. Someday, maybe even sooner than he wanted to admit, their relationship could fizzle out just like all his past ones had. If Sangwoo, who had originally been straight, eventually dated a woman and married her… It wasn’t an impossible scenario. Maybe it was the most realistic one.


  Still hiding under the blanket, Jaeyoung frowned to himself. They were doing fine. They’d had rough patches, sure, but they’d worked through them, and now they’d been dating for more than a hundred dreamy days. But deep down, he knew they’d eventually hit a breaking point. A moment when they’d seen each other at their best and worst, when the initial excitement had burned away, and when the relationship kept moving purely out of habit. That was a path Jaeyoung had never walked with Sangwoo, a path he had no desire to walk.


  Fuck…


  He wasn’t an idiot. He knew exactly what waited at the end of romance. He just chose not to look too closely at it. Why flip to the last page of the book when he was still in the middle of the best, most romantic chapter?


  Everyone dies someday, but that doesn’t mean you spend your whole life obsessing over it.


  Jaeyoung let out a silent sigh and pushed the blanket aside. When he turned around, he saw his lover sitting at the desk. With Sangwoo’s rigid, unmoving posture and only his right hand shifting as he wrote, he looked like he could’ve been a model on the cover of a university magazine.


  I don’t think I’ve ever studied as hard as he does.


  Jaeyoung stared at the side of Sangwoo’s face. Sangwoo had been an A-plus student for as long as he’d known him, so why did it feel so strange, so foreign today? At that moment, Sangwoo looked like someone born to build a stable career at a solid company, earn recognition, climb the ladder, get married, have children… All the steps Jaeyoung had never seriously considered and had always found unbearably dull.


  Just from the sight of Sangwoo sitting at his desk, Jaeyoung could easily imagine him moving far beyond reach, marrying some woman at the right time, having kids, raising them, then retiring and settling into his old age. At that moment, Sangwoo’s future stretched out like a long, straight highway. Predictable, linear, with no place for Jaeyoung.


  Jaeyoung’s own future, meanwhile, felt more like a forest of endless branching paths. For him, the present mattered far more than any uncertain future. He chased exciting, bright things, always fixating on whatever caught his attention so completely that everything else faded away. He couldn’t imagine the two of them walking the same road together years from now.


  


  


  


  

    [1] The same dish as jjajangmyeon with rice instead of noodles to accompany the sauce.


  




  But I can’t just become a different person, Jaeyoung thought sullenly.  What am I supposed to do, flip a switch and become diligent and serious overnight? Is what we have right now not enough? Sangwoo-ya…why do you always make me so anxious?


  As always, Sangwoo had technically done nothing wrong. And yet, simply by existing, he made Jaeyoung feel like he was teetering on the edge of a cliff. And whose fault was that supposed to be?


  No, no… Enough of this.


  Jaeyoung cut off his train of thought before he could truly spiral down a rabbit hole. As if having his day ruined by some stupid fucking dream wasn’t enough, now he was imagining things that hadn’t even happened.


  Suppressing a surge of guilt, he pushed himself up from the bed. Wearing nothing but his boxers, he wrapped a thin blanket around himself like a cape and walked over to Sangwoo.


  When he leaned down and kissed Sangwoo’s cheek, the firm line of Sangwoo’s lips softened into a small, adorable smile. Sangwoo turned his head, searching for Jaeyoung’s mouth, then captured it in a deep kiss. Jaeyoung hadn’t planned on the small peck developing into anything more, but he didn’t resist when Sangwoo pulled him in by the neck and tangled their tongues together. Bent nearly in half at the waist, Jaeyoung stood there for a long moment, caught in Sangwoo’s arms.


  “Hyung, you woke up earlier this morning, didn’t you?” Sangwoo asked in a low voice when their kiss finally broke. Jaeyoung licked at the saliva glistening at the corner of Sangwoo’s lips, then kissed him lightly a few times.


  “Yeah,” Jaeyoung finally said.


  “I see… My memory is a bit fuzzy. I think you asked me to compose a poem, but I can’t tell if it was a dream or not. Did you say something about sleep paralysis?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Did you see a ghost like you did last time?”


  Jaeyoung let out a soft chuckle.


  Once, they’d fallen asleep after watching a horror movie together, and Jaeyoung had dreamed of a ghost. It hadn’t even been related to the movie at all, some stupid ghost with seven eyes. Still, Jaeyoung had used being scared as an excuse to ask for a hug and had successfully ended up having sex with Sangwoo. This nightmare, however, wouldn’t have any pleasant memories associated with it—he knew that much.


  “It was something even scarier than a ghost,” Jaeyoung whispered.


  “I didn’t know such a thing existed. What was it?”


  Sangwoo finally set the mechanical pencil, still in his hand, onto a book and fully turned toward him. His eyes, calm and serious, now gleamed with curiosity.


  When it came to Jaeyoung, Sangwoo wanted to know everything, as if collecting information on what Jaeyoung feared might be useful data for maintaining their relationship.


  Your future bride… No, the look on your face when you were staring at her.


  But he didn’t dare to say those words out loud, scared they’d somehow become reality. Or worse, Sangwoo might start thinking the same thoughts Jaeyoung still couldn’t shake after waking from that nightmare. And if Sangwoo began entertaining that possibility, it might actually become real.


  You don’t need to know anything. No, you shouldn’t.


  Silently, Jaeyoung wrapped his arms around Sangwoo. When Sangwoo immediately returned the embrace, Jaeyoung felt a small flutter of comfort.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  “Yes?”


  “Kiss me.”


  Instead of saying something like “I already gave you a kiss,” Sangwoo cupped Jaeyoung’s cheeks and pulled his face closer. It was such a small gesture, such a small point of contact, yet it never failed to make Jaeyoung feel like he was the luckiest man on Earth.


  Jaeyoung closed his eyes, allowing his mind to clear for a moment, and saw colorful sparks like fireworks fly behind his eyelids. There was only one person in the entire world capable of stirring such intense emotion inside him.


  Kiss me. Hold me. Love me like this is our last day on Earth, Sangwoo. Don’t even let me imagine our love fizzling out.


  But in the end, all Jaeyoung could do was hope. That sense of helplessness only made him cling to Sangwoo harder. Gripping Sangwoo’s shoulders, Jaeyoung desperately deepened their kiss.


  The kiss went on for a long time. Every nerve in Jaeyoung’s body flared to life. Every inch of him desired Sangwoo. He wanted their bodies to tangle even deeper, to thoroughly connect… He wanted to possess Sangwoo completely.


  But there it was: that sense of lingering gloom.


  Jaeyoung slowly pulled away. His body burned with desire, more eager than ever to touch and feel Sangwoo, yet at the same time, he was afraid of touching him. The enormous hollow he had discovered today was not something that could be filled so easily.


  “The dream must have been a scary one,” Sangwoo said, “considering you are acting like a child.”


  He gently stroked Jaeyoung’s hair and met his gaze. It hurt, the earnestness Jaeyoung could see in Sangwoo’s eyes. He didn’t even know what kind of anxiety Jaeyoung was feeling, how unstable it all felt.


  After a long moment, Sangwoo wrapped his arms around Jaeyoung’s waist and rested his chin on Jaeyoung’s shoulder. Jaeyoung felt Sangwoo nuzzle lightly against his neck. Such a small gesture, yet it made Jaeyoung’s chest ache until the pain was nearly unbearable.


  “Go and eat,” Sangwoo finally said. “We are supposed to go skateboarding this afternoon.”


  “Right.”


  Jaeyoung wrapped his arms around Sangwoo and hugged him as tightly as he could. Maybe he was a simple man, after all. Just one cute gesture from Sangwoo, and his mood had flipped completely.


  After another moment, Jaeyoung released Sangwoo and straightened up. Grinning like an idiot, he walked over to the living room.


  Why had he been so worried about something so trivial anyway? He was about to go on an amazing date with Sangwoo. The dream had been nothing more than a dream. It held no sway over reality.


  Everything would be fine now. He just knew it.


  With a confident bounce in his steps, Jaeyoung entered the kitchen and flung open the refrigerator. He wanted something simple, simple but tasty…


  As he scanned the ingredients, he was jolted by a sudden rumble from outside the window.


  Jaeyoung slowly turned around just in time to see lightning split the blue sky. Something ominous coiled in his gut.


  He flinched when he heard a series of loud beeps, the fridge warning him its door had been open for too long. Jaeyoung quickly grabbed some eggs and shut the fridge. At that moment, he heard something else, something that made his stomach drop.


  It was rain, pouring down from the previously sunny sky. His mouth dropped as he stared at the surreal scene.


  He had a really, really bad feeling about this.


  


  ***


  


  The rain fell in a steady downpour. Water droplets struck the window, splashing before clinging together and sliding down the glass.


  Jaeyoung stared blankly out the window, bored out of his mind.


  He didn’t hate the rain. If anything, he rather enjoyed it. Sure, he preferred clear skies, but walking through the streets with an umbrella on a rainy day had its special kind of charm. Still, the rain pouring relentlessly from the sky today just felt like bad luck.


  “I do not believe we can go skateboarding in this weather. What is your plan for replacing the original schedule?”


  “Not sure. Is there anything you wanna do?”


  “I would like to participate in the beta test for a new RPG. It begins today.”


  “Oh…so you wanna game?”


  “Yes. Would you like to play with me?”


  “No, I’ll pass.”


  “That is a good idea. I’m not trying to be overbearing, or forceful, or pressuring, or offensive, but… I think you might benefit from cleaning your room.”


  “Right. I’ll clean a bit while you play, then.”


  “All right.”


  The conversation had felt like a delicate dance, each person trying to avoid crossing the other’s line. The metaphorical eggshells had been laid out on the floor for both of them about a month ago, when Sangwoo had boldly leaped over Jaeyoung’s line.


  The fight that had broken out over proper grammar, of all things, had been neatly patched up, but the argument had been hurtful and emotional for both of them, and they had walked away from it with different thoughts and lessons.


  Now, even after a month, Sangwoo was still treading carefully around Jaeyoung as though he were a ticking time bomb, while Jaeyoung had grown much more tolerant and kind in response. But at the end of the day, it was only an act.


  “Maybe I should’ve just asked him to go out anyway. Who cares if we get wet or not…?”


  Although Jaeyoung was acting careful and considerate, his true nature hadn’t changed at all. He was dying to go out and have some fun with his lover on his day off. He wanted to get lost in Sangwoo’s eyes for as long as he could. He wanted to lace their fingers together and trace their joints. He wanted to cuddle on the bed, skin to skin, even if they didn’t do anything more.


  Really, as long as they were together, anything would have been fine. He didn’t want to be alone on the couch, staring at the gloomy scenery outside.


  But clearly, Sangwoo didn’t feel the same way. He had turned on his computer to test the new game and hadn’t left his chair since.


  Jaeyoung lounged on the couch for a while, bouncing his leg, then looked toward the tightly closed door.


  Not even gonna check on me, huh? Must be having a lot of fun…


  Maybe he should have applied for a beta test key, too, when Sangwoo did. It had only been two hours since he’d brushed the idea off, but Jaeyoung couldn’t help himself. He crept over to Sangwoo’s room and opened the door.


  Sangwoo sat in front of his large dual-monitor setup, back completely straight, not even acknowledging Jaeyoung. His right hand quickly maneuvered the mouse while his left hand flew across the keyboard, executing complicated combos. Exciting background music and sound effects poured from the speakers.


  When Jaeyoung watched the trailer, he’d been sure it’d be a total flop, but just watching Sangwoo play the game was enough to spark some interest.


  “How is it? Having fun?” Jaeyoung asked.


  “It’s decent.”


  Jaeyoung hovered nearby, then dragged over a chair and sat down. He propped his elbows on the desk and silently stared at Sangwoo’s face, but Sangwoo never took his eyes off the monitor.


  The RPG, hyped up as the game of the year, didn’t look like much. The combat system was something he’d seen countless times before, the graphics fell short of expectations, and the interface was clumsy.


  Jaeyoung casually slid his arm over until it was resting on the keyboard, only for Sangwoo to immediately shove it away.


  Well, that was harsh. Even now, Sangwoo was ignoring him completely. A bit hurtful, to say the least.


  “What do you love more, me or gaming?” Jaeyoung asked.


  “If I had to compare, I would say that I love you more. But right now, this takes priority,” came the half-hearted reply.


  Jaeyoung knew the only way to “spend time” with Sangwoo in this state would be to enter the game world himself. He wondered if he should just swallow his pride and join in, but seeing how focused Sangwoo was made him feel irrationally stubborn.


  For a while, Jaeyoung watched as Sangwoo engaged the boss in a fierce battle.


  Damn it, why does he have to be so good at gaming?




  Sangwoo was playing as an ugly character with half-white hair that looked like it had been chosen at random. Though of course, he had chosen it himself. The character’s hair closely resembled a helmet, almost like the character designer had run out of time and abandoned it halfway through. Who would ever imagine that the sexiest man alive was behind such an ugly-ass avatar?


  “Well, how is it?” Jaeyoung asked.


  “It’s not bad. The quest design and rewards are well balanced, and the hit feedback is decent.”


  A pretty female character trotted behind Sangwoo’s swordsman, who was awkwardly running across the screen. Jaeyoung found himself irrationally irritated, as if she were actually chasing after Sangwoo in real life.


  “Who the hell is she?” Jaeyoung muttered.


  “It says ‘Patricia von Robelitz’ over her head.”


  “You better not start getting any ideas. He’s probably some dude.”


  “She’s an NPC.”


  Jaeyoung cursed silently. How was he supposed to argue with that? After that, he sat there pretending to watch the game for a while longer, but Sangwoo didn’t give him any of his attention.


  Finally, Jaeyoung leaned against Sangwoo’s chair and pressed a hand to his forehead. Letting out a low sigh, he muttered in a pitiful voice, “Babe, my head is killing me.”


  “The second drawer in the table by the couch,” Sangwoo said robotically, giving him the location of the painkillers.


  “…”


  Jaeyoung had originally planned to whine a little, then retreat back to his room. But the way Sangwoo was totally invested in the game, not even checking on him when his boyfriend said he was in pain, stirred up a surge of irritation.


  “Hey. We were supposed to go on a date,” Jaeyoung said.


  “It’s raining. How are we supposed to skateboard? You’ll slip and hurt yourself.”


  “Even if we don’t go out, we agreed to spend the day together.”


  “You said you were going to clean your room.”


  “I don’t feel like it anymore.”


  “So you’re not going to?”


  Suddenly, Jaeyoung was at a loss for words. When had the focus of the conversation turned into cleaning? When it came to this topic, he could never win.


  “I hope you’re not asking me to do your chores for you,” Sangwoo added.


  All Jaeyoung wanted was for Sangwoo to acknowledge him. But saying that outright would hurt his pride, especially since Sangwoo didn’t seem to care at all.


  “Whether you clean or not is up to you, hyung. But if you’re going to live out of my room because yours is a mess, I don’t see why we’re paying double rent for separate rooms instead of just living in a studio.”


  “My room is a storage unit,” Jaeyoung said stubbornly, hoping to block Sangwoo’s attack, but it only earned him a snort of laughter.


  You really think I stay in your room because mine’s dirty? No, it’s because I don’t want to be away from you.


  But Jaeyoung swallowed the words. Sangwoo didn’t look at him, instead running through a shadowy forest with an NPC. Then, during the brief transition to the next field, he glanced sideways.


  “Hyung.”


  “Huh?”


  “I’m going to keep playing until I hit level sixty, so stop whining and go. I’ll do a hygiene inspection later to see if you cleaned properly.”


  “And if it’s not clean?”


  Sangwoo was not good at multitasking. He’d already forgotten the conversation, busy dealing damage to a boss that had just appeared in the new area.


  “Sangwoo-ya. If you inspect my room and it’s not clean?”


  “I’ll give you a scolding.”


  “Why not scold me now?”


  “Can you be quiet for a bit?” Sangwoo muttered distractedly and activated his ultimate skill, filling the screen with flashy effects. Watching in disbelief, Jaeyoung saw Sangwoo dodge the boss’s attacks with ease while unloading every possible strike. Before long, the enormous toad let out a grotesque roar and collapsed belly-up with a heavy thud.


  “That was close,” Sangwoo muttered.


  While Jaeyoung’s face hardened, Sangwoo expressionlessly scooped up the pile of dazzling loot the boss had dropped. A quick glance at the chat window showed complete chaos.


  


  [ansley0603: nice one!! thx]


  [ellicottonfield: holy **** that was insane]


  [the_baron_p: **** csw, that was crazy]


  [zijonyeongpa: obvious macro lol reported gg]


  


  Ding!


  


  [wanna join our guild? 4th grade or higher welcome, pls reply]


  


  Jaeyoung scoffed. “Oh wow. At this rate, you’ll be going to offline meetups with strangers.”


  “We are benefiting from each other, is all. You can’t clear certain quests without forming a party.”


  There were nine friend requests lined up at the bottom of the screen. Jaeyoung snatched the mouse and clicked Decline nine times in a row. Sangwoo let out a scoff of disbelief and finally turned to face Jaeyoung.


  “Why don’t you just play with me, then?” Sangwoo demanded.


  “…”


  “You can make an account. I’ll power level you.”


  “No.”


  Sangwoo didn’t ask twice. He simply shrugged and turned his eyes back to the monitor. That only made Jaeyoung feel even more hurt.


  “I’m going. Have fun,” Jaeyoung said.


  “Okay.”


  So completely absorbed in the game, Sangwoo failed to notice how disappointment clung to Jaeyoung’s tone. Jaeyoung felt the urge to shut the monitor off entirely, but memories of their fight last month made him hold back.


  No need to fight over stupid things. Sangwoo loves me. He’s just clueless, basically a big baby…and I have to teach him things one by one, he muttered to himself as he left Sangwoo’s room.


  As the one leading the relationship, he was supposed to stay composed even when things didn’t go his way, right? Still, being pushed even briefly down Sangwoo’s list of priorities hurt more than he could stand.


  The moment Jaeyoung entered his room, he sighed. The room was a mess, used for storage rather than being lived in, but that wasn’t the reason behind his dismay.


  What’s wrong with me?


  Was he just petty? Everything would be fine, then suddenly, it would escalate until it left him reeling. It had happened last month, and it was happening again now. All he had to do was bend a little, be a bit more accommodating, but sometimes that wasn’t so easy. Normally, he would have immediately made an account and joined in. If he had, he wouldn’t be alone in his room now. He’d be sitting pressed close to Sangwoo, running through that shadowy forest together. This was the consequence of being pointlessly stubborn.


  “Ugh… When am I ever going to clean all this?” Jaeyoung muttered.


  He picked up his clothes from the ground, shook the dust off, checked if they were clean, and hung them up. Anything that looked too dirty, he flung out the door. At first, the process was mildly interesting, but once his hands got used to it, the labor quickly grew monotonous.


  About five minutes in, Jaeyoung quietly went over to the bed. He shoved the mountain of clothes onto the floor, then curled up among delivery boxes, dumbbells, and unused electronics.


  I’ll just read a few comics, then get back to it.


  He pulled out his phone and scrolled for a few minutes. At some point, without realizing it, he must have dozed off.


  “Just like I thought, nothing is done.”


  It was Sangwoo’s voice. When Jaeyoung opened his eyes again, Sangwoo was right in front of him. The guy had only walked a few steps from the next room over, yet Jaeyoung’s lips were threatening to curl upward on their own. He had to fight hard not to smile.


  “Sorry, do I know you?”


  “Yes. I am Choo Sangwoo.”


  “Oh, I see. And what brings a great sword master to a place like this? Shouldn’t you be busy with your hunt?”


  Jaeyoung spoke as coolly as possible, but there was a pouty edge to his voice. It must have been obvious because even Sangwoo seemed to notice. Watching the faint smile spread across Sangwoo’s face, Jaeyoung felt his own lips betray him.


  “I have achieved level sixty. I deleted the game since I am done with the test.”


  Fuck. Screw my pride.


  Jaeyoung immediately gave up on staying expressionless, smiling as he beckoned Sangwoo over. Sangwoo took a few steps closer, but not close enough to pull into an embrace.


  “You’re not cleaning?” Sangwoo asked.


  “I wanna play with you instead.”


  “How? There’s no space here.”


  “Wanna go for a drive? If we find a nice view, we can grab dinner.”


  “After all this is cleaned. I wouldn’t be surprised if you had bugs already. They could spread to my room, too, and shared living spaces require collective hygiene…”


  “Got it.”


  So the condition was simple. Finish cleaning, and Sangwoo would go out with him. Jaeyoung had been with Sangwoo long enough to align himself with that algorithm. Stretching, he got up and resumed where he’d left off. With a clear reward in sight, his motivation hit a new high.


  “Fold the clothes to the same size. Anything out of season or worn even once goes in the laundry basket,” Sangwoo nagged beside him, having nothing else to do.


  Jaeyoung said nothing, but honestly, he liked having Sangwoo there. Even if he was technically supervising, Sangwoo was always better present than absent.


  After a while, empty space finally began to appear on the once-cluttered floor. Sangwoo carefully nudged aside a tower of shoeboxes and squeezed himself into the small gap, sitting down. Sangwoo, always tidy even at home, looked utterly out of place against the surrounding chaos.


  “Sangwoo-ya, you look like the prince of a garbage kingdom.”


  “No one has ever said that to me.”


  Jaeyoung continued cleaning in silence. He was doing a sloppy job, so there had to be parts Sangwoo disliked, yet Sangwoo simply sat there with his knees drawn up. He didn’t interfere or offer to help. His gaze simply followed the trail of Jaeyoung’s movements.


  I know why you’re sitting there instead of leaving.


  Jaeyoung casually pulled off his T-shirt and tossed it out the door. Slightly damp with sweat, it landed neatly in the laundry basket Sangwoo had brought. Even with his back turned, Jaeyoung could feel an unmistakable gaze lingering on his back and waist.


  Bingo.


  After pretending not to notice for a while, Jaeyoung glanced back and immediately met Sangwoo’s eyes. It wasn’t a sharp, supervising look. His gaze was warm, completely lacking in severity. But Sangwoo made no effort to hide it, probably not realizing how his guard had dropped.


  Grinning, Jaeyoung said, “Well, don’t just sit there. Lie down on the bed.”


  “I am comfortable here.”


  “I’m not. Get up there so I can clean while enjoying that handsome face.”


  “Unbelievable…”


  Grumbling under his breath, Sangwoo still obeyed. The moment he sat upright on the bed, Jaeyoung issued another command.


  “Lie on your side.”


  “Why?”


  Even without further prompting, Sangwoo slowly lay down. His posture was a bit stiff, but the way his short bangs fell aside to reveal his forehead was unbearably cute. Jaeyoung promptly forgot why he was holding a tissue in one hand and a burnt-out lightbulb in the other.


  “Pull your shirt down so your shoulder shows.”


  “No.”


  When Sangwoo started to sit up, Jaeyoung hurriedly added, “Okay, okay, I take it back. Just lie there and play some music.”


  He tossed his phone over, and Sangwoo caught it with one hand. The gaze that had lingered on Jaeyoung for so long finally shifted to the device. Soon, music filled the room. His DJ knew Jaeyoung’s tastes perfectly.


  After tapping the screen a few times, Sangwoo glanced at him.


  “Hyung… I want to look through your photo album,” Sangwoo said after a long pause, his voice timid and small.




  “Go for it,” Jaeyoung answered lightly, his back turned to Sangwoo, but his mood was soaring.


  Sangwoo, contrary to expectations, was not the kind of boyfriend who was very possessive. He never snooped through Jaeyoung’s phone, suspected his relationships with coworkers, interfered with his friendships, or attempted any of the unpleasant breaches of privacy that were so often justified as love between lovers. Jaeyoung had braced himself for at least some of that, so Sangwoo’s apparent indifference had sometimes left him feeling oddly disappointed. But seeing him now, eyes shining as he held the phone, it seemed he hadn’t been uninterested at all. He had just been holding it in for a full four months.


  “Can I delete the ones where I look unflattering?” Sangwoo asked.


  “If you delete even one, it’s war,” Jaeyoung replied.


  “What happened to portrait rights?”


  “I warned you in advance.”


  “Fine.”


  At first, Sangwoo held the phone right up to his face, studying it intently, but his expression gradually became more bored, which made sense. Most of the recent photos in the gallery featured the same subject, with only slight variations in angle and background. The album was overflowing with near-identical photos and videos, yet Jaeyoung couldn’t bring himself to delete a single one.


  Sangwoo really seemed uninterested now. He swiped through the screen lazily, then suddenly asked, “I’m not supposed to look at your messages, right?”


  “You can look.”


  “That’s an invasion of privacy.”


  “Invade all you want.”


  One person could only pay attention to so many things, so it was only natural that some people were neglected when you were focused on something else. Faced with countless messages demanding why he couldn’t be reached, why he was ignoring their texts, what he was up to, if he was even alive, Jaeyoung’s behavior had been perfect for a model boyfriend, either not responding at all or replying with curt answers no longer than five characters. As for where all the time and energy he saved had gone instead… It was fortunate that Sangwoo even felt the urge to peek into his lover’s private life, but he was so straightforward by nature that Jaeyoung never expected him to reason that far.


  Sangwoo stayed quiet for a long moment. As Jaeyoung opened several unopened delivery boxes and organized their contents, he realized that several songs had already passed. He had been humming along to track two, but before he knew it, the intro to track six was playing.


  It was the slowest song on the album. When Jaeyoung turned around, Sangwoo had fallen asleep with the phone still in his hand.


  Jaeyoung set the box down on the floor and approached him slowly. He moved carefully, afraid of making even the slightest sound, then crouched down in front of the bed. He lowered the volume on the phone and leaned his face close. As Sangwoo’s soft, steady breaths brushed against his face again and again, Jaeyoung studied the man’s features as if seeing them for the first time.


  It was strange how Sangwoo’s face felt new every time he looked at it. The thick eyebrows, the sharp bridge of his nose, and his slightly flushed lips… They were all beautiful. Especially when he was eating. More than once, Jaeyoung had felt the urge to flip the table and shove his tongue between those lips instead of food. He hadn’t actually done it that many times, but still.


  His chest burned. Emotions churned inside him like molten lava, yet his hand, brushing Sangwoo’s bangs aside, was exceedingly gentle. He had become endlessly careful when it came to Sangwoo. He wanted everything with Sangwoo to be perfect, and he didn’t want to ruin even the smallest thing.


  Along with Sangwoo, Jaeyoung had allowed a small fear into the corner of his heart, and no matter how much it shrank depending on the situation, it never disappeared completely. Sometimes it grew so large it became overwhelming. It was the fear that Sangwoo’s passion might be temporary. That once the chemical pull of their bodies faded, Sangwoo might turn away. That one day, Jaeyoung’s name might vanish from Sangwoo’s list of priorities. Even when Sangwoo’s eyes sparkled as they looked at him, Jaeyoung wavered with doubt from time to time.


  Sangwoo, do you love me?


  His fingers traced slowly down the bridge of Sangwoo’s nose, brushing lightly against his lips. The answer was predictable. A clear affirmation, open to no other interpretation. Based on all the data so far, there had never been a different response. No matter how many times he asked, the answer was always the same. Even if he woke him up right now and asked, it would be no different. And yet, despite knowing there was no point in asking again, Jaeyoung was unbearably curious. Whether Sangwoo loved him even in this moment. Whether it was safe to relax. Whether it was okay to fall headfirst like an idiot.


  At that moment, Jaeyoung felt a sharp throb in his heart.


  Come to think of it, Sangwoo had only ever answered that question when directly asked. He had never once said the words on his own. Not in moments so utterly romantic that Jaeyoung’s heart nearly melted, not even when they were tangled together in their most secret and passionate moments, not even when Sangwoo handed over a bouquet of a hundred roses for their hundredth-day anniversary. No, he had sent it once in a message, a month ago. (Jaeyoung, who saw that message while drinking, had immediately called a driver.)


  Suddenly, Jaeyoung’s chest ached. The beast that had been roaming pleasantly in his gut had started clawing at his insides.


  It was like two sides of the same coin. The more brilliantly their love shined, the darker its shadow became. Jaeyoung hated how easily resentment reared its head and how easily he was swayed by it. Why couldn’t he be stronger, more understanding, more grown-up? Then he could hold Sangwoo without wavering, no matter the situation.


  Unable to hold back, Jaeyoung grabbed Sangwoo’s hand and pulled it toward himself. His lips brushed against Sangwoo’s palm, and Sangwoo slowly opened his eyes. Sangwoo’s eyelids fluttered drowsily as he tried to grasp what was happening.


  They stared at each other for what felt like forever. Sangwoo’s cheeks flushed, but he didn’t look away.


  There was something Jaeyoung rarely said, or even asked, for fear of seeming petty or clingy. Gazing into those black eyes that made his heart throb just by looking at them, Jaeyoung found himself thinking the words again.


  “Sangwoo-ya,” Jaeyoung said.


  “Yes?”


  Jaeyoung brushed Sangwoo’s slightly flushed cheek with his palm, and a sharp, electric sensation shot through his fingertips.


  I want you like I’ve never wanted anything else.


  They had lived together for four months. They had had sex countless times, in countless ways. And yet it still felt like Sangwoo wasn’t really his. Jaeyoung wondered if Sangwoo could see the desire burning in his eyes. He wanted to pull Sangwoo close and hold him tight, to kiss him roughly, to become one right here. At times, he wanted to cherish Sangwoo endlessly, like a small, fragile animal. At other times, when he marked Sangwoo’s pale skin with his teeth, a grotesque urge to devour him surged up. Did Sangwoo have any idea?


  After scrutinizing his innocent face, Jaeyoung playfully pinched Sangwoo’s nose.


  “What are you staring at, dummy?” Jaeyoung said.


  “You’re the one who was staring first,” Sangwoo replied.


  “No, I wasn’t. I was looking at the wall, and you butted in.”


  “Then should I move so you can keep looking at the wall?”


  “Sure. Since you mention it, I’ll go on a date with the wall, too.”


  “…”


  “Might be nicer than a boyfriend who ditches me to play games.”


  “I didn’t ditch you. I just…did what I needed to do.”


  It was about time Jaeyoung slipped back into relaxed, well-mannered boyfriend mode. If Jaeyoung wanted to throw a proper tantrum, he would have to lock Sangwoo up so he couldn’t go anywhere and torment him all day.


  “I know. So are you going to go on a date with me now?” Jaeyoung asked.


  “Let’s go eat dinner. It looks like the rain stopped,” Sangwoo said.


  Jaeyoung kissed Sangwoo lightly on the lips and stood up.


  


  ***


  


  Walking outside along the rain-washed street, Jaeyoung’s mood lifted again.


  Earlier, being cooped up in a messy room with the humid weather had sent his thoughts spiraling in an uncharacteristically negative direction. Sometimes, things just don’t go well. Today had simply been one of those days. He’d had a ridiculous nightmare, the rain had canceled their date, he’d wasted time napping instead of cleaning, and he’d lost part of a precious Sunday. But none of that mattered anymore. Now he was walking down the street with someone who made all his complaints feel trivial.


  Simply going down the damp sidewalk with Sangwoo made his heart pound. In empty alleys, he naturally reached out to hold Sangwoo’s hand. Sangwoo didn’t react, but the tips of his ears turned red.


  When they let go and turned the corner onto a main road, a sedan suddenly veered close to the sidewalk. Instinctively, Jaeyoung wrapped Sangwoo in his arms and turned them both around.


  “That fucking asshole,” Jaeyoung muttered.


  Only after the car passed did he loosen his grip. Sangwoo was staring at him with wide eyes. Jaeyoung stepped back and belatedly glanced around, but thankfully, there were only a few people nearby, and no one seemed to be watching them suspiciously.


  “Are you okay, hyung?” Sangwoo asked.


  “Some people shouldn’t have their license. That probably scared you…”


  “I’m fine. But hyung, your favorite shoes….”


  Only then did Jaeyoung look down and see that the white sneakers he’d bought three days ago were splattered with dirty water. A curse surged up to his throat, but he barely managed to swallow it.


  “It’s nothing. I’ll just get them cleaned.”


  He forced a smile and kept walking, but a bad feeling crept in. It felt like fate itself had decided to line up one bad thing after another.


  After walking in silence for a while, Sangwoo suddenly spoke. “Hyung, are you in a bad mood?”


  “Huh? No.”


  “Are you annoyed because I suggested cleaning your room?”


  “No!”


  If even this dense idiot was picking up on something being off, Jaeyoung must have been showing it more than he thought. Even if the reason Sangwoo guessed was completely wrong, Jaeyoung needed to be careful. He stepped a little closer, just enough not to look suspicious, quickly pinched Sangwoo’s cheek, and dropped his hand.


  “I think I’m just having a bad day,” Jaeyoung said.


  “A bad day…?” Sangwoo replied.


  Jaeyoung knew exactly why Sangwoo was frowning. Even so, he was confident he had the upper hand in this particular difference of opinion.


  “Look. I woke up from a nightmare at dawn. We couldn’t go to the Han River because it rained. I couldn’t clean. Then I got splashed out of nowhere.” He even used his fingers, laying out clear and irrefutable evidence of why his day had been unlucky.


  Sangwoo listened quietly, then looked up at him with an expression that was not convinced in the slightest.


  “You sometimes have strange dreams or sleep paralysis anyway, so today isn’t especially unlucky. The rain had a 50 percent chance in the forecast to begin with, and it’s not that you couldn’t clean, it’s that you didn’t,” Sangwoo said.


  “The splash counts, though, right?” Jaeyoung asked.


  “In the sense that the driver of the vehicle passing beside us had poor manners, it could be said that you were unlucky,” Sangwoo replied.


  “See. I told you. At this rate, it wouldn’t be surprising if even the restaurant was…closed…”


  He stopped short at the sight of a large sign that read CLOSED. No matter how devoted Sangwoo was to science and reason, even he would have nothing to say to this. It was clear evidence that the flow of the universe had conspired to ruin Jaeyoung’s day.




  “I should remember that. Closed regularly on the third Sunday of every month,” Sangwoo calmly made a note to himself, but Jaeyoung was already irritated as he grabbed Sangwoo’s wrist and quickened his pace.


  “Come on. This isn’t where I was planning to go,” Jaeyoung snapped.


  “You said earlier that you wanted dim sum.”


  “No, I didn’t. We’re gonna eat something even better.”


  Jaeyoung kept walking with forced nonchalance, rapidly scanning nearby restaurants in his head. It had to be good enough for a weekend evening, and more importantly, there could be absolutely no chance it was closed.


  In the end, he chose a casual spot two blocks down. Sangwoo agreed without showing either enthusiasm or displeasure.


  The restaurant was wide open, and the staff was friendly. About half the tables were occupied, and band music drifted through the room. They were led to a window seat and spent some time chatting idly.


  “Your classic tenderloin, grill sampler, and one raspberry-ade are ready,” the server said. “The last dish will be out shortly.”


  Phew… Finally, some normalcy.


  Letting out a quiet breath of relief, Jaeyoung pulled four grilled shrimp from the sampler onto his own plate. While he deftly twisted off the heads and peeled the shells, Sangwoo cut into his steak with mechanical precision. Jaeyoung dipped the cleaned shrimp in sauce, speared it with his fork, and held it out.


  “Here,” he said.


  Sangwoo looked at the fork in his hand, his expression puzzled.


  “If I don’t peel it for you, you’re going to eat it whole, head and all,” Jaeyoung said.


  “Would that be a problem?” Sangwoo asked.


  “It would,” Jaeyoung replied. “Hurry up and eat.”


  Sangwoo still looked unconvinced, but he obediently opened his mouth. Jaeyoung watched him chew, then picked up his knife and peeled the second shrimp. Once again, he stripped away only the meat, dunked it generously in sauce, and held it out. Just as he did, he heard a familiar voice.


  “Well, I guess they couldn’t really help it either. With their clients making such a fuss… huh?”


  Jaeyoung turned without thinking. The moment his eyes met the woman’s, the shrimp that had been hovering in the air for Sangwoo plopped onto the table.


  What the…?


  Jaeyoung instinctively checked Sangwoo’s expression, suddenly uneasy. Sangwoo was cutting his steak, his face blank.


  “What is it, Hyoeun? Someone you know?” the man beside her asked.


  “No, no,” she replied quickly.


  “Then what? Who is it?”


  “Let’s just go.”


  “You’re acting kind of weird.”


  “No, I’m not. I said let’s go.”


  The weight of their stares burned against Jaeyoung’s face. Even Sangwoo seemed to notice the strange tension because he stopped cutting his steak. From the look of things, pretending not to notice was not going to make this go away. Jaeyoung turned his head slowly and looked at them. When his eyes met the woman’s again, she twisted her face into an awkward expression.


  “Jaeyoung… It really is you. I thought I was mistaken.”


  She still looked like a city girl. He had only ever seen her with long hair before, so the short cut felt unfamiliar, but it suited her well. On the fourth finger of her left hand sat a large diamond ring.


  “Yeah, it’s been a while,” Jaeyoung said dryly. “Well then, enjoy your evening.”


  He waited for them to leave, but instead, the man who had been watching him warily stepped forward, his smile slightly tense. Jaeyoung kept his gaze on his plate, though all of his attention was fixed on Sangwoo across the table.


  “Babe, is he a friend of yours?” the man asked.


  “Yeah… Just, um, someone I used to know,” the woman replied.


  “Then why don’t you introduce me?” the man said. “What, do you have something to hide?”


  He looked Jaeyoung up and down, then pulled out a business card and held it out.


  “Hello. I’m the man marrying Hyoeun next month.”


  Jaeyoung glanced at the card. Kim So-and-so, attorney at a major law firm.


  So what do you want me to do about it, you asshole?


  Jaeyoung knew exactly what the man was trying to do, but he smiled as if nothing were wrong.


  “I see. Congratulations,” he said.


  The man studied Jaeyoung’s expression, then tapped the woman on the shoulder.


  “Don’t you have extra invitations? Give him one.”


  Her expression darkened. Jaeyoung felt no lingering emotion toward her, but he did feel a flicker of pity that she had to marry a man who was such an asshole. Jaeyoung spoke directly to her.


  “No, don’t. We were never close enough for that.”


  The man looked down at Jaeyoung with a cold expression. Jaeyoung had no desire to waste any more time.


  “If there’s nothing else, as you can see, I’m here with someone,” he said.


  He had used the word someone only to tell them to get lost, but in response, the woman’s gaze slid toward Sangwoo. Only then did Jaeyoung realize what someone might think upon seeing two men dining together at a restaurant on a weekend evening, one of them spoon-feeding the other. He did not care how he himself was perceived, but if Sangwoo was involved, that was a different story.


  “He’s a close friend,” Jaeyoung said, feeling a bit dumb. “I’m treating him to dinner. Anyway… Congrats on your wedding, noona. Get home safe.”


  He made sure his tone was firm and dismissive, then stabbed a roasted tomato with his fork and shoved it into his mouth. After a short while, the hushed voices and footsteps faded away.


  When Jaeyoung slowly lifted his head, Sangwoo was staring at him, exactly as expected. The faint crease between his brows was a clear sign of displeasure.


  Sangwoo was jealous by nature. Once, when they had gone to an amusement park together, Jaeyoung had joked around for a few minutes with an eight-year-old girl standing behind them in line. It had lasted all of five minutes, but Sangwoo had sulked for quite some time afterward. When Jaeyoung finally pressed him about it, Sangwoo had admitted that he had calculated how old Jaeyoung would be in the year that child became an adult.


  “Who was she?” Sangwoo asked.


  “Someone I used to know.”


  “Just an acquaintance, or an ex?”


  There was no dodging such a direct question. Besides, it was not as if he had done anything wrong.


  “We dated for a bit.”


  Silence settled between them. Why did they have to talk about this today, of all days? Normally, he would have switched subjects by flirting a bit, but right now, he was not in the mood.


  After staring stiffly at his plate for a while, Sangwoo said quietly, “She was your type, wasn’t she, hyung?”


  “What do you mean?” Jaeyoung said.


  “She was very mature.”


  “Who says that’s my type?”


  “Choi Yoochoi did, a while back.”


  “I don’t… What are you even talking about?”


  Jaeyoung laughed in disbelief, but Sangwoo’s face remained dead serious.


  Looking back, it was true that she probably had been close to his ideal type at the time. He had been out drinking, and he had struck up a conversation with her because she was hot and he liked her low laugh. They had dated for maybe three months at most. It had been a light, fleeting relationship—nothing remotely worth Sangwoo’s jealousy.


  “That was back then,” Jaeyoung said. “I’ve got a different type now.”


  “Which would be…?”


  Lowering his voice, Jaeyoung whispered teasingly, “Someone who’s twenty-five, whose last name is Choo, who isn’t very affectionate but is adorable and pretty and smart…and good in bed.”


  Sangwoo didn’t even smile. Jaeyoung cursed inwardly. What a terrible fucking day.


  “Your premier baby back ribs are ready,” the server said.


  Jaeyoung clenched his fists. “I didn’t order this,” he replied.


  “Huh? Just a moment…”


  The color drained from the server’s face as she checked the receipt. At this point, who was Jaeyoung supposed to blame? The universe? Who knew?


  “I’m so sorry! I’ll have it remade right away.”


  “It’s fine,” Jaeyoung said. “We’ll just eat it.”


  He snatched the plate from the server and stabbed the meat with his fork. The branch manager even came over to apologize, and they were given drinks and a side on the house, but his mood did not improve in the slightest.


  It wasn’t only because bad luck after bad luck kept finding him. If Sangwoo had not been wearing that dejected expression, Jaeyoung could have laughed off running into an ex-girlfriend or getting the wrong order.


  “Why did you two break up?” Sangwoo asked suddenly.


  Jaeyoung nearly spat out the drink he had been holding in his mouth. Even when he looked away, Sangwoo’s gaze followed him relentlessly.


  “She was your type. Why did you stop liking her?”


  “Well, you know… When people date, things happen. You might start dating, then realize your personalities don’t really match…”


  The flustered explanation he put together was admittedly terrible. The truth was far simpler. He had started because he was attracted to her, and he had ended it when that feeling cooled. When emotion disappeared, indifference was left. That was the end of every relationship, the shabby core of a breakup once you stripped away all the fancy embellishments. Jaeyoung did not want to voice that kind of truth at the moment, so he remained silent.


  Sangwoo did not say another word after that. Even after they left the restaurant, walking with some distance between them, he looked lost in thought.


  “Sangwoo-ya,” Jaeyoung said.


  “Yes?”


  “Wanna get ice cream?”


  “Yes.”


  There was no energy in Sangwoo’s voice. Instead of having Sangwoo choose, Jaeyoung pulled him toward a convenience store, went in alone, and came back out with two ice creams that seemed decent enough.


  Sangwoo, distracted by something else entirely, tried to shove the cone ice cream into his mouth, wrapper and all. Jaeyoung quickly snatched it away, unwrapped it, and handed it back.


  “Did you really need me to unwrap that for you, Your Highness?” Jaeyoung said.


  Sangwoo didn’t even laugh, either. He silently brought the ice cream to his mouth and took a mechanical bite. Jaeyoung unwrapped his own, but in the process, he dropped the cone. The ice cream plunged straight toward the ground and landed with a wet, miserable splat.


  Was the world playing some kind of prank on him?


  Jaeyoung glared at the cone lying upside down on the pavement, as if all the misfortune he had endured today were the ice cream’s fault.


  Seeing this, Sangwoo calmly pressed the ice cream he was eating into Jaeyoung’s hand, picked up the fallen cone, wrapped it in the paper, and tossed it into the trash. The entire sequence was over in the time it took Jaeyoung to blink twice in disbelief.


  “I’m fine not eating,” Sangwoo said. “I’m full.”


  He had already walked far ahead. Jaeyoung jogged a little to catch up, muttering to himself.


  It’s fine. Days like this happen occasionally. It’s fine, really.


  But no matter how hard he tried to convince himself, the fear that had been gnawing at him since morning had only grown into something large and monstrous.




  It wasn’t that Jaeyoung doubted Sangwoo’s feelings. One look at his expression was enough to tell him that Sangwoo loved him. At least, as of right now. But that alone was not enough. If emotions had shape and volume, Jaeyoung would have locked Sangwoo’s heart away in a safe that only he could open, somewhere it could neither shatter nor drift away.


  Will you ever understand my anxiety, Sangwoo? That no matter how relaxed I pretend to be, I’m actually a petty asshole? That I’ve seen too many relationships fall apart, and so I’m always on edge, afraid that your love might cool one day? That just like the hundred roses you once handed me eventually dried up with time, one day you won’t love me anymore, that you’ll toss me aside like the insignificant loser I am…


  Unlike you, I don’t have the talent to predict the future. Maybe that’s why I’m so afraid.


  There was something he desperately wanted to hear right now. Words he had never once heard directly. Whenever Jaeyoung said them, jokingly or seriously, Sangwoo always answered with a simple “yes,” then blinked or blushed or avoided his gaze.


  I’m not even asking for a big, romantic event. If you would just reach out to me and hold my hand, this anxiety would disappear without a trace.


  Sangwoo’s hand swayed slowly in front of him. The hand Jaeyoung had always reached for first now felt impossibly far away.


  Was he still thinking about that woman or the game he had played earlier or running through tomorrow’s schedule in his head? Jaeyoung could not read a single thought from Sangwoo’s expressionless face. Sangwoo was, as ever, hard to decipher.


  By the time they reached the entryway without exchanging a single word, Jaeyoung was exhausted from the stress. He took off his shoes and, without looking at Sangwoo, who was unusually quiet tonight, muttered under his breath, “Maybe it’s the weather, but I’m really tired. I should go to bed early today—”


  That was when Sangwoo shoved him.


  His back slammed into the door with a loud thud, and a hand wrapped around his throat forcefully. The moment Jaeyoung opened his tightly shut eyes, Sangwoo’s tongue forced its way into his mouth. The kiss was suffocating, completely one-sided.


  “Y-you… What…?”


  Before Jaeyoung could finish, Sangwoo gripped the front of his shirt and lunged again. The second kiss was just as sudden, just as breathtaking, like being attacked by a wild animal.


  After roughly sweeping through Jaeyoung’s mouth, Sangwoo pulled back, breathing hard. The light that had briefly flickered on near the ceiling was already off again, but even in the darkness, Jaeyoung could tell that those dark eyes were full of resentment.


  Sangwoo had just pinned Jaeyoung against the shoe cabinet and kissed him senseless. So why did he look so resentful?


  This was a situation that called for conversation, but Jaeyoung wanted nothing more than to keep touching him. The thirst that had followed him all day could not possibly be quenched by the brief kiss.


  He slipped an arm around Sangwoo’s waist and tugged lightly, and that was all it took. Sangwoo looped both arms around Jaeyoung’s neck and brought their lips together again. Jaeyoung’s head went blank. He pulled Sangwoo close.


  Their lips met and parted frantically, their breaths tangling. Before Jaeyoung could even move his tongue, Sangwoo invaded his mouth again, pressing insistently. He was so forceful it bordered on painful. It wasn’t that he lacked technique. It was that he had no consideration for the other person whatsoever.


  Jaeyoung tried to calm him, trapping Sangwoo’s tongue between his lips, interlacing their fingers and squeezing, but nothing worked. Sangwoo wasn’t going to listen to reason. To be fair, Sangwoo had never been gentle with physical intimacy, but this was rougher than anything Jaeyoung had felt before.


  They pushed and stumbled around the entryway. The neatly arranged shoes lost their pairs, scattering like fallen leaves. Dress shoes, sneakers, and slippers slid across the floor as their legs tangled. Jaeyoung’s breathing grew ragged, sweat trickling down his neck as if they were already having sex. At some point, one shoulder of his sweatshirt slipped halfway off, exposing bare skin.


  Jaeyoung was so aroused that he couldn’t stand it. Sangwoo was kissing him with a roughness that was nearly violent, but all Jaeyoung could think of was how lovely he was. It made the hair at the back of his neck stand on end. Sangwoo’s helpless breathing, the desperate movements of his hands… All of it was endearing. Determined not to miss a single breath, Jaeyoung covered Sangwoo’s lips with his own and held him tight.


  It was a long while before their lips finally parted. By then, Jaeyoung was practically lying on the floor, with Sangwoo straddling him. Even after the kiss ended, his arms remained wrapped around Sangwoo’s waist. In the darkness, their harsh breathing brushed against his mouth.


  “You don’t have a noona,” Sangwoo growled.


  “…”


  “So why did you call someone you’re not even close to ‘noona’?”


  He spoke in short, breathless fragments. Jaeyoung did not interrupt. He had expected this. Sangwoo’s jealousy was one of the ways Jaeyoung could confirm his love, and a cool, cascading satisfaction spread through him.


  “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.”


  Jaeyoung pulled him closer, trying to kiss him, but Sangwoo turned his head away. Silence stretched between them. Jaeyoung could not see his expression, but he sensed something serious coming. He swallowed and waited.


  After a while, Sangwoo parted his lips and exhaled.


  “From now on…don’t introduce me as just someone you know,” Sangwoo whispered softly. “Introduce me properly as your lover.”


  Between the two of them, Jaeyoung was the one who had to care about other people’s opinions. Sangwoo did not. He had already begged to be kissed on the campus green. Telling Sangwoo he was still a student and that rumors about him being gay could be disastrous would make no difference.


  Jaeyoung pulled him into his arms, rubbed his nose lightly against the bridge of Sangwoo’s, and said quietly, “I’m sorry. I didn’t think it through.”


  “I know you didn’t,” Sangwoo said.


  “Were you upset?”


  “Yes. But more than that…”


  Sangwoo shifted closer. Their legs and chests had already been pressed together for some time, as well as their cocks. Their lips barely touched. The toe of someone’s sneaker, abandoned on the ground, dug into Jaeyoung’s waist.


  “Hyung… You like me at this moment, don’t you?”


  Jaeyoung was having trouble breathing, but he had to answer. He swallowed and parted his lips.


  “Yeah.”


  “But one day, you might stop liking me, correct?”


  “Why would you say that?”


  “That woman from earlier… At one point, you were probably this close to her. But in the end, she became nothing to you. Just a stranger.”


  The words struck Jaeyoung like a slap. He had assumed Sangwoo’s sulking was simple jealousy. But stripped of phrasing, it was the same fear Jaeyoung had been turning over in his own head. The fear that the intensity of their love would fade. That what once felt most special would become trivial.


  “I do not want that to happen. To prevent it, I’d have to make you keep liking me forever. But even if I made you promise me that out loud right now, it wouldn’t actually mean anything. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”


  At Sangwoo’s calm words, Jaeyoung’s eyes burned. Something hot surged inside him, spreading from his heart through his veins, into his entire body.


  “If one day you lose interest in me…how am I supposed to manage that?”


  Jaeyoung tightened his arms around Sangwoo, gripping his waist as if he might disappear. Sangwoo let out a small, breathless moan, then continued speaking from within Jaeyoung’s embrace.


  “But, actually…I’ve been looking for a way to bind myself to you permanently. I’m trying to avoid illegal methods, like taking away your freedom or autonomy, but…to be honest, if it meant I could keep you, I’m prepared to do anything.”


  “…”


  “It’s not possible yet, but I have a concrete plan to make it possible someday. When that time comes…”


  Sangwoo stopped breathing. Jaeyoung held his breath, too. A terrifying silence settled between them.


  “Will you marry me?”


  Jaeyoung clenched his teeth and slowly exhaled. He tried to hold it back, but the heat pooling at the corners of his eyes spilled down his cheeks. He held Sangwoo tighter. Even tighter.


  “Will you…answer me?” Sangwoo asked. His voice was tense and hoarse.


  I want to say yes. That I’m beyond ecstatic. That you just turned the worst day of my life into the best one ever. That this proposal is the sweetest confession I’ve ever heard, even if we’re in a dark, cramped entryway. That I can’t help falling in love with you…


  But he was too busy choking back tears to manage a single word.


  “Hyung…”


  A trembling hand slid to the back of Sangwoo’s head. Jaeyoung could only stroke his hair, again and again, at a loss.


  The anxiety faded away. Screw the distant future. Who cared about the future when the present was so dazzling and bright?


  Jaeyoung’s idea of the future had nothing to do with retirement plans or marriage. It was an abstract notion, really. Going places he had never been with Sangwoo, doing things he had never done with Sangwoo. To him, time was opportunity.


  When late autumn comes, I’ll hold your hand and walk through fallen leaves together, Jaeyoung promised silently.


  When the first snow settles on your eyebrows, I’ll kiss the bridge of your nose. I’ll watch the sunset with you in an archipelago where the blazing sun lights up coral reefs. I’ll hold you in a field full of blooming tulips. I’ll go with you to a ranch where cattle roam, to a coastal road where you can see the seals, to a tall tower overlooking the city’s nightscape, to an old brewery where we can sample dozens of beers…


  And I’ll keep loving you. Persistently. Relentlessly.


  Even without a grand roadmap, the future unfolding before Jaeyoung’s eyes shined just as brightly as the present. He felt no fear of what lay ahead.


  As always.




  Jaeyoung wanted to find a way to make Sangwoo understand—to tell him exactly how he was feeling. At the same time, he knew it was impossible. Words were always insufficient, and he doubted Sangwoo would understand them anyway. He would just hear what he wanted and respond with something totally off the mark, especially when his mind was already full of something else.


  So Jaeyoung pulled Sangwoo tightly into his arms, holding him close so he could feel his body heat. That way, he might at least sense, even faintly, how much Jaeyoung wanted him in this moment, how fiercely he was yearning for him.


  A familiar possessiveness reared up, the urge to soak this awfully, terribly romantic man in Jaeyoung’s colors from head to toe. But this time, it was tinged with an unfamiliar certainty. It felt like the resolve of a gambler pushing all his chips onto the table at a decisive moment.


  At the same time, a powerful will surged inside him. It was the desire to become someone worthy of loving Sangwoo.


  Tears would not stop falling. Jaeyoung had never imagined love could be this heavy, this multifaceted.


  “I know it must sound strange, talking about such a permanent bond after only 122 days of dating. I was afraid you would feel pressured, so I didn’t let it show until now, but I can’t hide it anymore. I…”


  But Sangwoo’s muttering was so faint it was impossible to make out. Instead of trying to understand the words, Jaeyoung cupped Sangwoo’s cheek and pressed his lips against his. The kiss was wet, hot, salty. Sangwoo stayed as still as a statue, offering no response, until at some point his fingers traced the outer corners of Jaeyoung’s eye.


  “Hyung, are you crying?”


  “Of course not.”


  Jaeyoung grabbed Sangwoo’s wrist and pushed it aside before kissing him again. Sangwoo began to struggle weakly. Then the sensor light of the entryway where they lay suddenly flickered on. When Jaeyoung cracked his eyes open, Sangwoo was slowly lowering the arm he had raised, his expression dazed.


  Then Sangwoo said, “Is it okay if I film this?”


  “There’s no time for that.”


  Jaeyoung grabbed him and pulled him closer. Sangwoo collapsed onto him, their lips pressing together. Jaeyoung showered him with kisses and slid his hand under Sangwoo’s clothes. When his chilled fingers touched Sangwoo’s hot skin, Sangwoo shivered slightly.


  Both their clothes were stripped away piece by piece. Sangwoo’s jacket had already been flung off and lay at their feet, while the T-shirt underneath had risen up to his chest. Sangwoo’s phone lay abandoned, the camera app open. At some point, it had ended up lodged in one of their shoes.


  Jaeyoung tore off Sangwoo’s T-shirt and feverishly dragged his tongue over the bare skin revealed beneath. He wanted to taste every inch of Sangwoo, leave marks everywhere, bite, and maybe even carve something permanent into him, like a tattoo that would never fade. The uncontrollable possessiveness made his head throb.


  “Hyung… Are you angry?” Sangwoo whispered hoarsely.


  “What…?”


  “Did I…do something wrong?”


  What was the point of having such a high IQ when Sangwoo understood nothing that really mattered? Jaeyoung ignored him and swallowed his lips again in a burning kiss. He wanted to be gentle this time, but his body was too impatient. The hand gripping Sangwoo’s neck trembled. Even as he tried to restrain himself, afraid he might hurt Sangwoo, his grip kept tightening.


  Jaeyoung pulled back and forced his eyes shut. After counting the longest five seconds of his life, he felt himself cooling down slightly.


  Slowly, he reached out and pressed his hand against Sangwoo’s palm. He laced their fingers together, drew them up to his mouth, kissed the back of Sangwoo’s hand, and spoke in a low voice.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  “Yes.”


  “There’s something I want to hear right now.”


  “What is it?”


  “It starts with ‘I.’”


  There was much that Sangwoo didn’t know, but he was not stupid. The awkward silence proved Sangwoo knew exactly what answer Jaeyoung was looking for.


  “I…dentification module.”


  “Wrong.”


  Sangwoo stayed still and silent for a long moment. Jaeyoung rubbed his fingertips lightly against Sangwoo’s lips, as if something he desperately wanted was hidden there. He waited. Sangwoo only parted his lips soundlessly.


  How much time had passed? Unable to resist, Jaeyoung lifted his arm and flicked the sensor light on. Sangwoo looked completely unprepared. The moment he saw his face, Jaeyoung’s obsession with a single word felt ridiculous.


  Why do words even matter? He’s telling me those exact words with his body. They don’t need to be said out loud.


  Before the light went out again, Jaeyoung closed his eyes and slid his lips over Sangwoo’s cheek. His eyelids burned, his lips burned, and so did the cheek beneath them.


  “I’m not mad. You didn’t do anything wrong,” Jaeyoung said right into Sangwoo’s ear. “I love you.”


  The answer came silently and not in the form of words. Jaeyoung’s body began to boil again with arousal. When Sangwoo started to impatiently tug at his clothes again, Jaeyoung felt blood rush to his head in response. He tore off the rest of his own clothes, kicking away his pants and finally pouncing on Sangwoo, straddling his waist.


  Jaeyoung briefly realized they must look ridiculous, lying on the narrow entryway floor, clothes and shoes scattered everywhere. Outside, it was a cool early autumn evening, but inside, it felt like midsummer, the humidity fogging the coating on the shoe cabinet. But Sangwoo didn’t even give him a chance to laugh.


  They were both so aroused that foreplay was meaningless. Their skin was scorching. Still, it was not enough. Jaeyoung wanted more, to be tangled together beyond hope of coming undone, like a knot that could never be loosened. He wanted certainty. He wanted to feel with his entire body that he and Sangwoo were entwined, that this was no passing encounter, that they shared the same feelings.


  When he came to his senses, he was pressing himself between Sangwoo’s hips, grinding against him wildly. Normally, if he went this far, Sangwoo would put a stop to it immediately, but today, Sangwoo only clung tightly to his shoulders.


  “Sangwoo-ya, let’s go…to the bedroom…ngh…”


  But Sangwoo silenced him with another kiss and wrapped a hand around Jaeyoung’s slick, swollen cock. So much for always insisting it had to be the bedroom.


  “Okay, okay… Give me a second…”


  Jaeyoung barely managed to push Sangwoo away and reached upward, yanking open a random drawer. He kept condoms stashed all over the apartment, but today, he couldn’t remember which drawer held them.


  “Hey, Sangwoo… Just stay still for a second…ngh!”


  Sangwoo lunged again, forcing Jaeyoung to abandon his search. In the frenzy of kissing, Jaeyoung must have used too much force. The drawer slid out and fell with a thud, its edge digging into the floor beside Jaeyoung’s thigh.


  “Damn it… Could’ve gotten hurt… Come here, you.”


  He smacked Sangwoo’s ass in reproach, but Sangwoo only pressed down against him and kissed his cheek. Why was he being so aggressive tonight? He was making it impossible for Jaeyoung to think straight.


  Jaeyoung flung the drawer’s contents onto the floor and searched frantically, but there was nothing he wanted inside, only junk like a shoehorn and brushes.


  “Just…do it.”


  “What?”


  “It’s okay. We can do it without protection.”


  Jaeyoung wondered if he was hallucinating. No matter how rushed they were, this was completely unlike Sangwoo. Just two months ago, even when Sangwoo had been completely wasted, he’d kicked Jaeyoung away, saying they couldn’t have sex without a condom. No matter how much Jaeyoung begged, all he’d ever received had been a cold rejection.


  “No. You’ll get hurt,” Jaeyoung muttered, straightening up.


  “Just do it.”


  Jaeyoung’s arm was dragged back down.


  “Right now…I don’t want anything between you and me, hyung.”


  Everything seemed to fade away. When Jaeyoung came to his senses, the last thread of reason he’d been clinging to snapped like a fraying thread.


  He pushed Sangwoo back and kissed him frantically. The impact sent Sangwoo’s head thudding against the metal door behind him. Only then did Jaeyoung cup the back of his head with one hand, sliding the other between his legs. Just brushing along Sangwoo’s shaft once left his hand soaked.


  The body Jaeyoung knew as well as his own was open and ready for him. With sticky fingers, he spread Sangwoo’s firm thighs and brought his hand to the tight entrance.


  When his finger pushed inside, Sangwoo shuddered violently. He hadn’t even done anything yet, but the way Sangwoo twitched and writhed looked like a plea to hurry up.


  Impatience made Jaeyoung’s movements rough. He couldn’t cater carefully to Sangwoo’s preferences, nor could he afford to be gentle, but Sangwoo still clutched his shoulders, gasping. Just as impatient as Jaeyoung, Sangwoo wrapped his legs around Jaeyoung’s waist and dragged his face close, kissing him fiercely.


  It wasn’t a simple physical reflex. As Sangwoo had confessed once, Sangwoo suffered from a fatal error he called emotion, the kind that devoured reason and existed only because the other person was Jaeyoung. The certainty Jaeyoung had been desperate for was right here.


  Jaeyoung’s patience finally ran out. He pulled his finger free and lined himself up with the slightly gaping entrance. Sangwoo squirmed impatiently and hugged him tight.


  As Jaeyoung pushed inside, Sangwoo gripped him tighter. Sangwoo didn’t explicitly say it hurt, but from his trembling arms, Jaeyoung could tell he was holding back a scream. Even so, stopping now would be impossible.


  Jaeyoung lifted Sangwoo’s face and kissed him. He wanted to be gentle, but he couldn’t bring himself to. He was rough, pressing himself into Sangwoo like he was running out of time.


  “Ah…hngh…!”


  Their lips kept parting, gasping for breath. But each time, they came together again. Sangwoo groaned, and Jaeyoung was just getting started. Fingernails dug into Jaeyoung’s back, a salty taste spreading across Jaeyoung’s lips. Was it sweat, or was Sangwoo already crying? Fortunately, the darkness hid his face. If Jaeyoung saw Sangwoo’s tears, he’d probably become even rougher.


  Even as Sangwoo’s hand tightened around his neck, Jaeyoung bit down on his lip and pushed himself all the way inside.


  “Y-you okay? Does it hurt?” he asked out of habit. But this time, it felt meaningless. No matter what, Sangwoo would not say it hurt tonight.




  “The light…turn it on…”


  “Why?”


  “I want to…see your face.”


  Jaeyoung chuckled under his breath. Here Sangwoo was, trembling from the pain, and he just wanted to see Jaeyoung’s face. Fuck.


  Jaeyoung clenched his teeth and pushed inside slowly. Sangwoo was squeezing him too tightly, and every push sent waves of pleasure crashing over Jaeyoung, numbing his thoughts.


  “Hnngh…ungh!”


  Muffled moans brushed against his ear. Sangwoo biting his lip, holding his breath, or pressing his mouth to Jaeyoung’s collarbone to stifle his cries was nothing new. He’d been like this from his very first time coming in the car, right up to now. Maybe Jaeyoung had helped him develop a bad habit from the start.


  Feeling the world spin, Jaeyoung lifted his upper body slightly. His thrusts grew faster. Skin slapped against skin, the sound bouncing off the ceiling. So that Sangwoo’s head wouldn’t keep bumping against the door, Jaeyoung cradled the top of it in one hand and drove his hips harder. Sangwoo’s feet kicked wildly, rattling the shoe cabinet and sending shoes skittering across the floor.


  In the darkness, Jaeyoung’s imagination ran wild. He traced Sangwoo’s body with his fingertips, pictured the expression on his face, wrapped a hand around his slender neck, and kissed him. His fingers slid along the line of Sangwoo’s shoulders, brushed over his flat chest and nipples. Each thrust made Sangwoo’s toned abdomen twitch.


  “Ah…agh…hyung…”


  Jaeyoung slipped his fingers between Sangwoo’s slightly parted lips. A moan burst out, rough and raw, almost a cry, and Jaeyoung’s movements sped up. The more Sangwoo tried to hold back, the more relentlessly Jaeyoung fucked him. When Sangwoo rubbed his forehead against Jaeyoung’s shoulder and wrapped an arm around his neck, the pressure stole Jaeyoung’s breath.


  “Ungh…aaah!”


  As Jaeyoung set a ruthless pace, the wet, broken cries grew louder. Jaeyoung gritted his teeth and slammed his hips forward. Sangwoo’s thighs spasmed and spread. Sangwoo pounded his fists weakly against his chest.


  “Hyung…hngh, please…just, just a second…”


  He was crying, just like the first day they’d had sex. The memory collided with the present, sending a dizzying rush of arousal through Jaeyoung. He wanted to keep fucking Sangwoo until he lost his mind, but he forced himself to stop and cupped Sangwoo’s cheek.


  “Why…? What is it? Are you okay?”


  Sangwoo suddenly pulled Jaeyoung into a tight embrace, letting out stifled sobs against his ear. Jaeyoung barely managed to hold himself back from coming immediately, once again reminded of how susceptible he was to simply hearing Sangwoo.


  “What’s wrong? You don’t like it? You want me to stop?”


  Jaeyoung gently brushed aside Sangwoo’s sweat-soaked bangs and whispered into his ear, as if he hadn’t just been fucking Sangwoo like a madman.


  “That’s…not it…”


  Sangwoo couldn’t even finish. His breath hitched. Jaeyoung lightly tapped his shoulder and waited.


  “Fuck, it’s too big. Hnngh… Make it…smaller…”


  Jaeyoung laughed incredulously and grabbed Sangwoo’s wrist. He kissed the raised veins and, with his other hand, gripped Sangwoo’s lean waist, pulling out halfway. Sangwoo’s momentary calm broke immediately as Jaeyoung thrust in again.


  “Not like…this is your first time,” Jaeyoung growled.


  “Ah…nngh!”


  “And what am I, a freaking TV? You think I can just…turn my dick down?”


  Honestly, Sangwoo had only himself to blame for being so damn tight.


  Jaeyoung thrust into Sangwoo, feeling the slick walls squeezing around him. Sangwoo clung to his neck, moaning.


  “Then at least…slowly…hnngh…”


  “Fine, fine.”


  Jaeyoung hooked Sangwoo’s calves over his shoulders and moved his hips as slowly as he could. Sangwoo’s tight opening gripped his cock stubbornly, refusing to let go, but Jaeyoung still forced himself to pull out and push back in over and over. Sangwoo’s frantic gasps eased into soft moans, both sounds music to Jaeyoung’s ears.


  Sangwoo, shameless in chasing his pleasure, tended to move his hips in purely animalistic ways. Jaeyoung placed a hand at the small of Sangwoo’s back, following his movements. Sangwoo squeezed around him tightly, then loosened, over and over. Sangwoo’s hand, which had been grabbing at Jaeyoung’s arm anxiously, slid up to his neck, then cupped his cheek. Jaeyoung turned his head, pressing his lips into Sangwoo’s palm. They moved as one.


  “Ah…unh…”


  “Sangwoo-ya, Sangwoo-ya…”


  Instead of answering, Sangwoo sank his teeth into Jaeyoung’s shoulder. Jaeyoung shielded him with his arm so his back wouldn’t scrape against the clutter or his head hit the door, while his other hand tangled in Sangwoo’s hair. He couldn’t tell if he wanted to cherish him or hurt him. Maybe he wanted both.


  “Jaeyoungie-hyung… Hyung, please…kiss me…” Sangwoo’s low voice finally formed a sentence through suppressed moans. Jaeyoung dragged his tongue along Sangwoo’s sweaty neck and nibbled on his jaw. He wrapped his arms around Sangwoo’s shuddering body and kissed him fiercely. When Sangwoo whimpered and leaned forward like someone dying of thirst, Jaeyoung’s arousal flared again.


  He kissed Sangwoo softly for a moment, then moved to his neck and sucked hard. Sangwoo let out a pained cry. Guilt and twisted satisfaction rose together. One arm cradled Sangwoo’s shoulder, while the other spread his ass wider, thrusting deeper.


  “Ah! Nngh…aah!”


  “Hnngh…hahh…”


  Jaeyoung buried his forehead against Sangwoo’s shoulder, driving his hips faster. White sparks exploded behind his eyes. Wet, lewd slaps echoed against the metal door and ceiling. His heart felt like it might burst.


  Up until then, Sangwoo had matched his pace, but at some point, he began clinging to Jaeyoung’s neck, crying out helplessly. Each slam of Jaeyoung’s hips drew breathless moans. He could roughly imagine Sangwoo’s expression, but he still wanted to see it with his own eyes.


  “On top… Ride me.”


  Jaeyoung straightened, pulling Sangwoo upright with him. He snapped his hips upward, and Sangwoo moaned as his walls tightened. The sensor light flicked on, and Jaeyoung came inside him, almost instinctively reacting to seeing Sangwoo.


  Sangwoo’s eyes were entirely on Jaeyoung, unfocused, dazed from his climax. He was drenched in sweat and other fluids, his neck dotted with hickeys. Love and desire dripped from his eyes. Jaeyoung knew instinctively he’d never forget this moment of raw pleasure, this living, breathing emotion.


  He grabbed Sangwoo’s shoulders, pulled him close, and roamed over his arms and back in a daze before embracing him fully. Weak fingers slid up Jaeyoung’s back, gripping his shoulder in return.


  Jaeyoung buried his nose in Sangwoo’s neck, breathing him in. There were so many things he wanted to say, his head felt ready to burst. But for a moment, words were unnecessary.


  When he loosened his hold slightly, Sangwoo lifted his head. Jaeyoung flinched at how beautiful he looked. Sangwoo was always handsome, of course, but tonight he was alluring. Jaeyoung grinned, eyes wide under sweat-damp hair.


  Wiping away half-dried tears, Sangwoo blinked slowly.


  “Sangwoo-ya, the entryway is a mess because of you.”


  “Because of me…?”


  “I was so tired I was just going to sleep, but you lunged at me like an animal.”


  “…”


  “Grinding on me all over, asking to see me all—"


  Sangwoo clapped a hand over Jaeyoung’s mouth.


  “Mmmph! Mmph!”


  “Shut up!”


  Jaeyoung pressed his forehead to Sangwoo’s shoulder, laughing uncontrollably.


  “Look at you, seducing your boyfriend and forcing him into a quickie in the fucking entryway! Are you sorry? Huh?”


  “Yes…”


  “Well, there’s no need to be.”


  He ruffled Sangwoo’s hair, pretended to peck his cheek, then sucked a mouthful of it in and bit down lightly.


  “We’ll clean this up later. Let’s go to the bedroom and keep going.”


  Sangwoo stiffened in his arms.


  “But…tomorrow’s Monday.”


  “It’s your choice.”


  “I never said I didn’t want to. I just want to wash up first.”


  The light flickered on as Sangwoo leaned forward, starting to get up. Jaeyoung saw something white trailing down between his legs. The sight stirred something dark inside him, something primal.


  Before Sangwoo could escape through the sliding door, Jaeyoung pounced on his back, lips sliding along his neck and one hand groping between his damp thighs. Sangwoo swatted him away, trying to close his legs, but Jaeyoung only laughed, pulling him back.


  “I said I need a shower…”


  “That can wait. There’s something I want to try.”


  “What is it?”


  “Something you love.”


  When Sangwoo finally relaxed, Jaeyoung spread his ass apart. When Sangwoo tried to kick him away, Jaeyoung caught his ankle, pinning him with his body.


  “Sangwoo-ya, you’re so wet.”


  “That’s why I said I’d wash up. Let go.”


  “Why? It’s my cum. You don’t like it?”


  “It’s unsanitary.”


  “You even swallow it sometimes. What’s the problem?”


  “You fucking pervert—ah!”


  Without another word, Jaeyoung pressed the head of his cock against Sangwoo’s opening. Even now, it was painfully tight. He gritted his teeth and kept pushing. Sangwoo let out a low, resentful moan.


  “Did you already change your mind, Sangwoo-ya? Just a moment ago, you said you didn’t want to be apart from me even for a second…”


  Jaeyoung straightened up and turned on the light. As the living room brightened, he finally got to see just how sexy Sangwoo looked.




  Jaeyoung ran his tongue over his lips and began to thrust slowly. When he pushed in deep and rocked at an unhurried pace, Sangwoo turned his gaze forward again and let out a soft curse. Putting his weight on Sangwoo, feeling him squirm, Jaeyoung wrapped an arm around his neck and kissed him gently.


  Although he’d been resisting just moments earlier, Sangwoo quickly regained focus and began to move his hips in return. Their fingers laced together, and their breathing fell into sync. Neither too slow nor too fast, they pressed their bodies close and adjusted their pace to match each other’s.


  The moment was intimate and dazzling. Jaeyoung felt so happy that he could float away like a balloon. Well, he had just been proposed to. Of course he was happy. It felt as though the whole world was in his hands…until a stray thought slipped in. There had to be a more certain way to confirm love than simply walking hand in hand with Sangwoo down a wedding aisle.


  Should I just tattoo my name on him at this point?


  Despite knowing Sangwoo would never allow it, Jaeyoung mentally placed his own name just below Sangwoo’s long neck, at the point where his shoulder began, and snickered to himself. It would normally be hidden from view, but visible if someone tugged a T-shirt down just a little. If anyone ever got too close, all it would take was pulling the shirt aside to show exactly who Sangwoo belonged to.


  While he was indulging in that thought, Sangwoo suddenly whipped around, displeasure clear on his face.


  “Jaeyoungie-hyung.”


  “Yeah?”


  “You were thinking about something else just now, weren’t you?”


  “Damn, how did you know?”


  “You were spacing out while having sex with me?”


  Sangwoo’s hair was soaked with sweat as he stared in disbelief, mouth hanging open. The sight was so cute that Jaeyoung deliberately dragged things out.


  “What I was thinking about was…,” Jaeyoung began, letting the silence stretch.


  Then he pressed his lips to Sangwoo’s ear and whispered that he couldn’t stand how badly he wanted to tie Sangwoo up, drench his entire body in his cum, and torment him in the filthiest, most obscene way imaginable. He lowered his voice on purpose, almost growling, and bit down hard on the back of Sangwoo’s neck, leaving a clear mark.


  Jaeyoung had expected mild irritation at best, thinking Sangwoo would tell him to stop messing around. Instead, Sangwoo’s face relaxed in unmistakable relief.


  “If it’s something like that, it’s fine,” Sangwoo said. “I sometimes think about stuffing you so I can preserve you permanently, hyung.”


  The response caught Jaeyoung completely off guard, and he burst out laughing. He had always thought Sangwoo was a pervert, but considering he was hopelessly obsessed with that pervert, he had no room to talk. Sure enough, he felt his cock grow even harder inside Sangwoo.


  Come to think of it, my tastes aren’t exactly normal, either.


  Jaeyoung shut his thoughts off entirely and lunged at his boyfriend, unable to hold himself back from the delectable sight.


  


  ***


  


  “Yes, sir… Yes. The flu going around these days is pretty nasty… I’ve been bedridden all day, so I haven’t been able to go to the hospital… Yes. I’m thinking I’ll at least pick up some medicine later. Oh, no, I’m fine. Tomorrow, I’ll definitely make it in… Yes, yes. Thank you for checking in…”


  The moment Jaeyoung ended the call, still fake-coughing, he tossed his phone onto the side table and pulled Sangwoo back into his arms. Tilting his head, he studied Sangwoo’s face closely.


  “What’s with the look?” Jaeyoung asked.


  “You are an excellent liar,” Sangwoo said.


  “Who says I was lying? You should hurry up and email your professor, too.”


  “I’m going to class,” Sangwoo said firmly, pushing himself up from the bed.


  He lowered his legs and planted his feet on the floor, only for his limbs to give out completely. He collapsed straight to the ground.


  Jaeyoung guffawed from the bed. As Sangwoo crawled back onto the bed, Jaeyoung slid his arms under Sangwoo’s armpits and pulled him up.


  “Where do you think you’re going? Stay with me,” Jaeyoung said.


  “I have to go.”


  “Nope. You’re spending the whole day with me.”


  “Hah…”


  Trapped in Jaeyoung’s arms, Sangwoo picked up his phone. He did not want to miss class, but in this condition, going outside was clearly out of the question. He had temporarily lost the ability to walk. And just like Jaeyoung had said, he would probably be bedridden all day.


  


  [Me: I can’t make it to class today. If there are handouts, could you grab mine, too? Let me know if there’s anything important. I’ll give you a meal ticket.] 09:33 a.m.


  [Ryu Jihye: Make it two pls] 09:34 a.m.


  [Me: Got it.] 09:34 a.m.


  [Ryu Jihye: 👍] 09:35 a.m.


  


  Jaeyoung, who had been watching the screen, took the phone from Sangwoo and placed it on the side table.


  “Sangwoo-ya,” he said.


  “What?”


  “This is the first time you’ve skipped class because of me. I’m touched.”


  He even looked genuinely moved, which only made it more infuriating. Sangwoo turned his head away.


  “No, it’s not. This is the third time.”


  “Still holding that grudge, huh?”


  “Of course.”


  When Sangwoo absentmindedly lay flat on his back, sharp pain shot up his waist like an electric current. He stifled a cry and immediately rolled onto his side again.


  Seeing Jaeyoung cry the night before had completely destroyed his self-control. (Even now, a full day later, Sangwoo found himself recalling that scene about once every fifteen minutes. He only wished he had taken a video.) It had felt amazing at the time, but the consequences of engaging in rough sex until dawn were now weighing on him.


  Jaeyoung smiled lazily and toyed with Sangwoo’s bangs. His fingers traced down the bridge of his nose, and then his lips followed. A light kiss landed on the tip of Sangwoo’s nose.


  Jaeyoung’s eyes looked utterly innocent and clueless. If anything, he simply looked pleased after a night of passionate sex.


  “I made a mistake yesterday,” Sangwoo said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I should have used protection.”


  Jaeyoung averted his gaze and dragged a hand down his face.


  “I’m sorry. I got too excited.”


  Sangwoo’s resolve wavered at the sight, but the resentment stayed. After four months of participating in acts that were wilder than his worst imagination, he had grown unfazed by most things, but yesterday, Jaeyoung had been on another level entirely.


  After Jaeyoung had seen his own cum drip down Sangwoo’s thighs, he stopped listening to reason. He wouldn’t let Sangwoo wash up, shoving his penis right back inside while saying the most obscene things. He’d followed Sangwoo into the bathroom under the guise of helping, only to fondle him briefly and push back in again, licking and biting his thighs until deep bruises formed. Then he’d pushed inside again…then again…then again! Of course he had done even worse than that.


  Still, Sangwoo understood him somewhat. Sangwoo himself harbored plenty of crude fantasies about Jaeyoung. And seeing Jaeyoung cry had made him much more generous than usual.


  “I had no idea you were such a pervert,” Sangwoo commented.


  “Really? You didn’t know?”


  “I’ll remember it from now on. And as for protection, you were going to grab some, but I stopped you. So, technically, it’s partly my fault. For now, we’ll both monitor our health carefully, and going forward, let’s promise to use condoms properly.”


  “Okay,” Jaeyoung said confidently. Then, more carefully, “Does it still hurt a lot?”


  Sangwoo felt words boiling in his throat, but looking at Jaeyoung’s face, he could not bring himself to tell the truth.


  “It’s…manageable.”


  “Want me to take another look?”


  “No. You examined it too closely yesterday. It was humiliating.”


  “Oh? Is that why you came the moment I touched you?”


  “That is not true. It was unhygienic—”


  “So you were shaking and moaning because it was so unhygienic, huh?”


  “Do not do it again. I did ejaculate, but if I’d been looking at your face, it would’ve happened even faster.”


  “Sure, sure,” Jaeyoung said flippantly, then wriggled closer until their faces were inches apart and smiled shamelessly.


  It’s not fair that a pervert can look so good.


  Despite himself, Sangwoo’s lips curved into a smile. He wasn’t sure how long they stared at each other before Jaeyoung cupped his cheeks and pressed loud, messy kisses all over his face.


  Sangwoo felt so satisfied that even if Jaeyoung did something incredibly irritating, he did not think he would mind.


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


  Sangwoo was thinking that he’d love to see Jaeyoung cry just one more time but decided against saying it.


  “I’m thinking about you,” he said instead.


  “Good boy.”


  As always, praise came easily from Jaeyoung. A few head pats followed, and that alone made Sangwoo feel proud of himself, as if he had accomplished something significant. When he was around Jaeyoung, it was too easy to lose all sense of logic and objectivity.


  “What are you thinking about, hyung?” Sangwoo asked.


  “What do you think?”


  “You’re thinking about me.”


  “Too easy. Be more specific.”


  “…”


  How was he supposed to read someone else’s mind? Silently, Sangwoo lifted a hand and traced Jaeyoung’s heavy, lidded eyes.


  He looks sleepy.


  His fingers followed the bridge of Jaeyoung’s nose, then the curve of his lips.


  And happy.


  His thumb brushed over Jaeyoung’s flushed cheek.


  He’s beautiful.


  Sangwoo closed his eyes and kissed him.


  Warm hands pulled him closer until their chests were flush. Jaeyoung nibbled gently on Sangwoo’s lips and cradled the back of his head.


  “This is cheating,” Jaeyoung whispered.


  “Am I not allowed to kiss my lover whenever I want?”


  “Of course you are.”


  “You just called it cheating.”


  “That was a compliment. Now answer me. What do you think I’m thinking about?”


  “…”


  Sangwoo studied Jaeyoung’s face: his dilated pupils, curved lips, flushed cheeks. The analysis felt meaningless. There was something bright and shining in Jaeyoung’s eyes, the same thing that had been there on the beach the day they started dating. It had not disappeared in 122 days, and it was far too elusive to approach with anything resembling logic.




  “Right now, you’re thinking that you like me,” Sangwoo said.


  The smile Sangwoo had been waiting for appeared. “Half right.”


  “What about the other half?”


  “If I say it, you’ll probably call the police.”


  Jaeyoung poked Sangwoo’s forehead three times in a row, as if it were a keypad on a phone.


  He was always like this, teasing Sangwoo’s curiosity, then slipping away with a silly joke.


  “Just tell me.”


  “Like I said, you’d call the police. What do you think the police would say if they showed up? They’d find out everything we did in the entryway last night.”


  “You can’t exercise public authority against a citizen just because they had sex in their entryway.”


  “That may be true, but it’d still be embarrassing. Look at yourself, Sangwoo-ya.”


  Sangwoo looked down at his torso, and it looked like he had been viciously assaulted by insects.


  “Look at my back, too. It hurts like hell,” Jaeyoung protested.


  “I put medicine on it.”


  “Didn’t do much, did it? Hurry up and blow on it so it heals faster.”


  Sangwoo was momentarily taken aback. When they were taking a shower the night before, he had seen how bad the scratch marks on Jaeyoung’s back were, so he had forced Jaeyoung to lie down, carefully disinfected the wounds with hydrogen peroxide and saline solution, and applied antibiotic ointment. So why was Jaeyoung demanding a folk remedy after receiving so much medical attention?


  “Blowing on it will not make it heal,” Sangwoo said.


  “Oh, come on. Just do it.”


  “It will have no effect on the scratches.”


  “Hurry, hurry! It hurts,” Jaeyoung whined, flipping over onto his belly like a toddler.


  A part of Sangwoo wanted to smack him on the back. But seeing that same back covered with bandages, over wounds he himself had caused, made him hold back. Feeling like an idiot, he bent down and brought his lips close to Jaeyoung’s upper body, blowing air on his skin.


  “I can already feel it getting better,” Jaeyoung said happily.


  “That’s impossible.”


  “No, seriously.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. Keep going.”


  After blowing on five different spots, Sangwoo noticed Jaeyoung’s shoulders shaking with silent laughter. Realizing Jaeyoung was only messing with him, Sangwoo let out a sigh and tried to lie back down, but Jaeyoung flipped over in a flash, straddling Sangwoo’s body.


  “What the…?”


  Sangwoo stared at him in disbelief, but Jaeyoung’s eyes were gleaming playfully. For a long moment, they stared at each other silently. Sangwoo tensed slightly, wondering what his boyfriend would do next, but his anticipation went unrewarded. Jaeyoung’s expression slowly shifted, the smile slipping away. Even after dating for 122 days and seeing each other every single day, this was something Sangwoo could never quite get used to.


  “Sangwoo-ya.”


  Jaeyoung’s voice was low.


  “Yes.”


  Jaeyoung slowly scanned Sangwoo’s face. Sangwoo wondered what went on inside Jaeyoung’s head, thinking it was probably chaotic and jumbled… But then his thoughts drifted to how a prism’s rainbow followed the overlapping spectrum of light wavelengths. Given how little was understood about that mechanism, there was only one thing Sangwoo could reasonably infer.


  He must really like me.


  Jaeyoung was still silent, but the look in his eyes was enough for Sangwoo to draw his conclusion. Was it a 99 percent probability perhaps? It was very close to 100 percent, but he still felt the need to leave room for the smallest margin of error…


  “I love you.”


  There was no trace of humor in Jaeyoung’s voice now. Heat rushed to Sangwoo’s face, and his heart began to pound.


  What am I supposed to…?


  Overwhelmed, Sangwoo quietly looked away.


  “Okay.”


  “That’s it? Nothing else?”


  “What am I supposed to say?”


  “You’re supposed to give some kind of feedback. Like whether you love me too or whether you hate me so much you want to toss me off a cliff,” Jaeyoung said with an innocent smile.


  “It’s obviously not the latter.”


  “Babe, aren’t you going to say it back?”


  “I’m not a parrot.”


  “You said it twice at dawn, and you were crying and moaning, too.”


  “You coerced me into saying it.”


  “So you didn’t mean it?”


  “No. I meant it.”


  “Then why can’t you say it now?”


  “Give me a minute. I need to prepare myself.”


  Sangwoo slid off Jaeyoung’s chest, turned onto his back, and took several deep breaths. When he turned his head again, he immediately met his boyfriend’s eyes, shimmering with anticipation. Sangwoo swallowed hard and opened his mouth.


  “I…”


  Seeing Jaeyoung nod enthusiastically gave him a little courage. Still, it wasn’t as easy as he wanted it to be.


  “I…just remembered a quadrilateral is a shape enclosed by four line segments.”


  Sangwoo was worried that Jaeyoung might be disappointed, but Jaeyoung was smiling as usual.


  “Practice,” Jaeyoung said casually. “I’ll make you do it once a day.”


  He placed a light kiss on Sangwoo’s lips. Pretending not to notice Sangwoo’s helpless expression, Jaeyoung rubbed his forehead against Sangwoo’s neck.


  After Jaeyoung closed his eyes, Sangwoo stayed in his arms for a long time, breathing silently.


  Jaeyoung was an expressive man. He never hesitated to show his love through words, eyes, and actions alike. Even so, Sangwoo could never quite get used to it. Jaeyoung would never know how nervous Sangwoo felt in these moments or how violently Sangwoo’s heart continued to race.


  When he was six years old, after finally getting the toy he had wanted more than anything else, Sangwoo had thought there could be no more intense feeling in the world. He later filled entire boxes with wheeled toys, but he’d never felt as excited as he had the first time. The same was true after his interests shifted from mechanical devices to computers. No matter how excellent the components were, his heart would only flutter briefly before settling into a familiar drone.


  That seemingly solid hypothesis had shattered when it encountered a new counterexample. This error did not merely make his heart race. It demolished his entire world.


  Careful not to wake Jaeyoung, Sangwoo lowered himself until they were at eye level.


  Out of everything he had ever wanted, this was the most special—the one thing that could not be replaced by anything else in the world. Looking at Jaeyoung’s sleeping face made his heart throb, but Sangwoo knew this reaction was not the result of illness or injury. The intense sensation, like a compressed blend of affection, obsession, desire, and possessiveness, clung to his heart like a membrane, becoming utterly inseparable.


  Then why is it so hard to say it out loud?


  Jaeyoung probably knew the answer already, but it was clear he wanted to hear it from Sangwoo. So why couldn’t Sangwoo give him what he wanted? Just as Jaeyoung often did to him, Sangwoo gently played with his bangs and traced the bridge of his nose with his fingertips.


  It had been much easier when he saw Jaeyoung merely as an object of desire. Saying that he looked good, that he fueled Sangwoo’s arousal… Those were things Sangwoo could articulate without trouble. But now, Jaeyoung had crossed far beyond simple categories of like or dislike. This feeling, blooming for the first time in his life, was unbelievably fragile and yet vibrantly alive. He always knew it was there, but showing it outwardly felt perilous.


  On top of that, Sangwoo had yet to reach a conclusion about what exactly this thing called love, which Jaeyoung so often confessed, truly was. The passion burning inside him felt too dark and wicked to be given a name that everyone insisted was noble. After all, he spent every second of his day scheming to keep Jaeyoung tied to him. Did he have the right to call it love?


  Sangwoo carefully brushed the back of his hand across Jaeyoung’s cheek. Then he muttered to himself internally, knowing Jaeyoung could never hear it, I know I’ll never get tired of you. I’ve never failed to obtain what I wanted, and I’ve never lost something once I possessed it. No matter what external variables I consider, I’m confident I won’t lose. So, unless it’s you yourself, hyung, nothing can take you away from me.


  Swallowing, Sangwoo pressed his forehead lightly against Jaeyoung’s.


  I won’t ask you for any promises yet. I’ll try my best not to suffocate you, not to make you feel trapped. I’ll come to like the things you like. I’ll follow you anywhere you want to go. It doesn’t matter what it is or where it is. As long as you keep looking at me the way you do now, I’m prepared to pay any price.


  Every effort Sangwoo made for this relationship was, in truth, a carefully laid trap. His plan was to satisfy Jaeyoung endlessly until he became like someone lost in a maze, unable to escape from him. It was a thought too cruel to entertain in front of someone sleeping so innocently.


  How can something so vile be love?


  Feeling guilty and yet swept up by a sudden impulse, Sangwoo kissed Jaeyoung’s lips. That small act gave him a little courage. Just as Jaeyoung had said, it was time to practice.


  “I…”


  His voice sounded unbearably awkward to his own ears.


  “I… I…”


  Why was it so hard to say the words that mattered?


  “I like you, Jaeyoungie-hyung.”


  Unable to force the rest out, Sangwoo settled for words that came more easily. That made one more thing to practice. He was still a beginner at dating, and unlike Jaeyoung, he didn’t know how to love so passionately, but he would show it a little more each day. If he kept repeating that, maybe one day he could give the maximum.


  And yet, maybe it was just his imagination, but it looked like the corner of Jaeyoung’s lips lifted slightly.


  He must be having a good dream.


  Sangwoo rested his head on Jaeyoung’s carelessly outstretched arm and wrapped his arms around his waist. When he closed his eyes, the image of Jaeyoung crying the night before surfaced again in his mind. Silently berating himself for not having recorded it, Sangwoo soon fell into a deep sleep.


  


  End of <Semantic Error: Bonus Stage>




  @Audio Drama with ACO #1 [Word Chain of Love]
Written in June 2019, released in July 2019


  


  A white car slowly pulls into the parking lot. The door opens, and Choo Sangwoo steps out.


  Choo Sangwoo (Narration): I just got back from Daejeon. This is the second time I’ve gone back to my parents’ place without Jaeyoungie-hyung. He seemed very anxious last time, so this time, I came back a day early.


  As Sangwoo is walking, Jaeyoung suddenly appears and hugs him from behind. Startled, Sangwoo cries out. Jaeyoung lightly kisses his neck and whispers in his ear.


  Jang Jaeyoung: It’s just me.


  Choo Sangwoo: You scared me.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Why are you so late?


  Choo Sangwoo: It’s only 10:16 p.m.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Who are you, Cinderella? Planning to lose a shoe somewhere for your prince? You should’ve come back earlier.


  Choo Sangwoo: It’s not even midnight. Cinderella’s magic lasts until the clock strikes twelve…


  Jang Jaeyoung: It’s called rounding up.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): There he goes again with his special logic.


  Choo Sangwoo: Anyway… Why were you standing in the parking lot?


  Jang Jaeyoung: I wanted to see you the moment you arrived.


  Sangwoo touches Jaeyoung’s arm, looking worried.


  Choo Sangwoo: Your arm’s cold… Are you sick?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Nope.


  Choo Sangwoo: Are you sure?


  Jang Jaeyoung: I’m fine. Just a little bit of a cold coming on.


  Choo Sangwoo: Come on, then.


  Sighing, Sangwoo grabs Jaeyoung’s hand and drags him along.


  The door lock clicks as they enter the apartment. As soon as they get inside, Jaeyoung hugs Sangwoo and kisses him on the forehead.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Finally, you’re back. It’s been so long.


  Choo Sangwoo: It has been thirty-seven hours. Lie down on the couch for a bit.


  Sangwoo pushes Jaeyoung aside and walks into the living room, glancing around the apartment.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): The living room is surprisingly tidy. The sink is clean, too. He even did the laundry. I don’t like the way he hung it up, though… One, two, three, four coffee capsules in the trash. He drank a lot of coffee.


  Sangwoo opens a drawer, takes out a thermometer, and rinses the tip with water. He turns it on and walks over to the couch where Jaeyoung is sitting.


  Choo Sangwoo: I’m going to take your temperature. Open your mouth.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Ah.


  Choo Sangwoo: Now close your mouth. (Watches for a moment) Your temperature’s normal. Good. I was worried.


  Jang Jaeyoung: (Fake coughs)


  Choo Sangwoo: Are you feeling sick now?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Hmm… Come here.


  Choo Sangwoo: (Touching Jaeyoung’s forehead and face) Hmm… You don’t have a fever. What are your symptoms?


  Jaeyoung suddenly pulls Sangwoo onto the couch and hugs him. Sangwoo looks at him, startled. Jaeyoung whispers in his ear and kisses him multiple times.


  Jang Jaeyoung: I was feeling a bit under the weather earlier, but it went away the moment I saw you.


  Choo Sangwoo: So…you don’t need medicine?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Nope. I’ll be fine tomorrow.


  Sangwoo leans in to kiss him, but Jaeyoung turns his face away.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Hey, hey, let’s be careful just in case. What if you catch it?


  Choo Sangwoo: I don’t care. Move your hand.


  Sangwoo stubbornly kisses Jaeyoung. When their lips part, Jaeyoung gazes at Sangwoo lovingly.


  Jang Jaeyoung: I missed you so much.


  Choo Sangwoo: Me too.


  Jaeyoung holds Sangwoo tightly for a while, then whispers.


  Jang Jaeyoung: How was it? Did you have fun fishing?


  Choo Sangwoo: My sister caught a large carp, but even if I were being generous, it was only about twenty centimeters long. But my dad kept praising her for it, which was ridiculous. The standard for a trophy carp is precisely 30.3 centimeters.


  Jang Jaeyoung: (Laughing) So your sister’s good at fishing, too? Impressive.


  Choo Sangwoo: No, she’s terrible!


  Jang Jaeyoung: Sounds like you didn’t catch any fish.


  Choo Sangwoo: I could have caught one, too. It wasn’t about skill. I just didn’t have many carp where I was sitting, that’s all.


  Jang Jaeyoung: (Laughing) Did you have spicy fish stew with your family once you were done?


  Choo Sangwoo: Yes.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Then what’d you do?


  Choo Sangwoo: Hmm… (Hesitates) While eating at the restaurant, I mentioned I’d been learning bowling lately, and my sister challenged me…


  Jang Jaeyoung: So you went bowling…and lost?


  Sangwoo pouts, visibly annoyed.


  Jang Jaeyoung: That’s weird. You get strikes all the time when you play with me. What happened?


  Choo Sangwoo: I had a terrible team.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Well, who was on your team?


  Choo Sangwoo: My father.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Isn’t your dad pretty athletic?


  Choo Sangwoo: Whenever my father competes against my mother, he loses on purpose. So whenever my mother messed up, my dad deliberately rolled the ball straight into the gutter. It felt like I was on the team by myself. My sister was the only one enjoying herself.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Haha! So Sanghui-noona beat you at both fishing and bowling.


  Choo Sangwoo: She did not! Also, stop calling her noona. She’s my biological sister, so only I can call her that.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Hey, that means she’s basically my noona, too.


  Choo Sangwoo: No, and the same applies to you. Please use family titles only with your own family. I’m the only one…who can have special titles.


  Jaeyoung laughs, pulls Sangwoo closer, whispers in his ear, and kisses him three times.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Of course.


  Choo Sangwoo: Hyung… I hope it wasn’t too inconvenient that I took your car.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Nah. It was nice taking cabs for a change.


  Choo Sangwoo: And how was your meetup today?


  Jang Jaeyoung: I was just hanging with the boys. Nothing special.


  Choo Sangwoo: Then what about me? You see me all the time as well.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Yeah, but you’re not one of the boys.


  Choo Sangwoo: Why not?


  Jang Jaeyoung: You’re too cute for that.


  Jaeyoung tickles Sangwoo’s side, and Sangwoo bursts out laughing.


  Choo Sangwoo: This is what you do when you run out of things to say!


  Jang Jaeyoung: Nope!


  Jaeyoung tickles him even harder, and Sangwoo twists and turns.


  Choo Sangwoo: Haha! Stop, stop!


  Jaeyoung abruptly stops and hugs him tightly. There’s a brief silence.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Sangwoo.


  Choo Sangwoo: Yes?


  Jang Jaeyoung: I wasn’t planning on doing anything tonight because I figured you’d be tired. Don’t tempt me.


  Choo Sangwoo: I wasn’t…tempting you.


  After a long pause, Jaeyoung whispers again.


  Jang Jaeyoung: You tired?


  Choo Sangwoo: Yes.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Very?


  Choo Sangwoo: Yes.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Like…really, really tired?


  Choo Sangwoo: Yes. (Quietly) I might even fall asleep while we’re doing it.


  Jang Jaeyoung: I mean…that could be hot, too.


  Choo Sangwoo: You’re such a pervert. I’m going to take a shower. (Getting up) We can have intercourse tomorrow morning.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Yeah…


  After coming out of the shower, Sangwoo collapses onto the bed, looking exhausted.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): What a long day. I went hiking at dawn, went fishing after lunch, went bowling after dinner, then drove back home. Normally, I would’ve stayed another night… But seeing Jaeyoungie-hyung again makes it all worth it.


  Jaeyoung lies down next to Sangwoo. Sangwoo flinches in surprise when he sees that Jaeyoung is wide awake.


  Choo Sangwoo: Are you not going to bed?


  Jang Jaeyoung: No. I had too much coffee.


  Choo Sangwoo: How many cups?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Five.


  Sangwoo sighs and hugs him.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): He must’ve been anxious because I wasn’t here.


  Still in Sangwoo’s arms, Jaeyoung hands Sangwoo a book and speaks using his high-pitched voice.


  Jang Jaeyoung: I can’t sleep, Sangwoo-ya. Can you read to me?


  Choo Sangwoo: The Gates of Hell and the Yellow Springs, Volume 1… I’ve never seen this before.


  Jang Jaeyoung: It’s a martial arts novel. Jeonghyeon wrote it. Cool, right? I even got his autograph.


  Choo Sangwoo: “Grrr. The Cosmic Sword trembles in my hand with the greatest power in the universe, its blade invisible to the naked eye… Grrr…”


  As Sangwoo reads, he slowly starts dozing off, his speech slowing down.


  Choo Sangwoo: “Only through…extreme training…can one…obtain…such technique…”


  Jang Jaeyoung: (Poking him) Come on, babe. You’re supposed to put me to sleep.


  Choo Sangwoo: Uh…right. “Step aside, weakling. This sword…possesses the greatest power in the universe…”


  Choo Sangwoo (N): I’m reading every word, so why isn’t he asleep yet? It doesn’t even look like he’s listening.


  Jaeyoung is staring at Sangwoo solemnly.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Sangwoo-ya.


  Choo Sangwoo: Yes?


  Jang Jaeyoung: What do you think I’m thinking right now?


  Choo Sangwoo (N): We live together, sleep together, and spend all our time together, yet he’s still impossible to read.


  Choo Sangwoo: I…don’t know.


  Jaeyoung smiles and whispers lovingly.


  Jang Jaeyoung: You big dummy.


  Choo Sangwoo: I am not a dummy. You know this.


  Jang Jaeyoung: But you still can’t see the love in my eyes. Maybe it’s because you see it too often. I’m spoiling you with love.


  Choo Sangwoo: That’s not true.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Guess I should stop calling you pretty, cute, or handsome then.


  Choo Sangwoo: That’s fine.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Maybe I should say “I love you” less often too.


  Choo Sangwoo: That’s…not fine.


  Sangwoo burrows into Jaeyoung’s arms, and Jaeyoung laughs, kissing his cheek twice.


  Choo Sangwoo: Are you still having trouble sleeping?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Yeah. You can sleep, though. If I really can’t sleep, I’ll go watch a movie or something.


  Choo Sangwoo: We can watch it together.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Yeah, right. You’re literally falling asleep as we speak.


  Choo Sangwoo: If you watch something inappropriate while I’m asleep…I’ll get jealous.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Why would I watch something inappropriate when I’ve got you right here?


  Jaeyoung pinches Sangwoo’s cheek. Sangwoo chuckles lightly.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Sangwoo-ya, I saw a really cute cat today.


  Choo Sangwoo: Oh? Where?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Near Myeongseong Women’s University. It was a black kitten…that looked just like you.


  Choo Sangwoo: You say that about everything.


  Jang Jaeyoung: No, seriously. It had pretty eyes, a pretty nose, and even a pretty shape. It was basically your twin.


  Choo Sangwoo: You said you’d stop calling me pretty.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Oh, I forgot.


  Jaeyoung holds Sangwoo in silence for a while, then asks quietly.


  Jang Jaeyoung: If I can’t sleep all night…will you stay up and keep me company?


  Choo Sangwoo: I’ll try my best. Tomorrow’s a holiday anyway, and the only thing we have scheduled is dinner.


  Jang Jaeyoung: In the past, you would’ve said no, right?


  Choo Sangwoo: In the past?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Remember last summer when we first started living together? You wouldn’t even let me touch you on weekdays. You even locked the bedroom door sometimes.


  Choo Sangwoo: Hmm…


  Jang Jaeyoung: You had that grammar manual taped to the wall and everything… I became a grammar master thanks to you.


  Choo Sangwoo: Stop being passive-aggressive. I don’t do that anymore, and it’s all in the past.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Sometimes I’m glad you’re a programmer.


  Choo Sangwoo: Why?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Once someone writes the logic, you just follow it. Exception handling works well, too.


  Choo Sangwoo: That’s true.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Imagine if you were…a pro wrestler, for example. You wouldn’t listen to me at all.


  Sangwoo laughs incredulously.


  Choo Sangwoo: A pro wrestler?


  Jang Jaeyoung: You’d probably be trying to body slam me all the time. Though that wouldn’t be too bad, either…


  Choo Sangwoo (N): It’s already half past twelve, but he’s showing no sign of sleeping.


  Choo Sangwoo: Would you like to watch a movie?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Nah. Too lazy.


  Jaeyoung shifts and pulls Sangwoo closer.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): His breath is warm. I’m so sleepy…but this feels nice.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Want to play word chain?


  Choo Sangwoo: Okay.


  Jang Jaeyoung: The normal version is boring, so let’s make it R-rated.


  Choo Sangwoo: Hmm… If I don’t have a sufficient R-rated word, may I use a word that would be safe for a PG-13 audience?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Uh…sure. If you really have to. Should I start?


  Choo Sangwoo: Yes.


  Jang Jaeyoung: (Whispering) Sex.


  Choo Sangwoo: Stainless steel.


  Jang Jaeyoung: (Flustered) Uh…let’s try again. Nipples.


  Choo Sangwoo: Skull.


  Jang Jaeyoung: L…Leptospirosis…? Damn it, again! Semen.


  Choo Sangwoo: Neoconservatism.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Missionary.


  Choo Sangwoo: Young.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Genitals.


  Choo Sangwoo: Speaker.


  Jang Jaeyoung: R…r…ripped condom!


  Choo Sangwoo: (Incredulously) That doesn’t count. Follow the rules.


  Jang Jaeyoung: (Irritated) Same goes for you! Again. Penis.


  Choo Sangwoo: Seizure.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Ejaculation.


  Choo Sangwoo: Nitrogen.


  Visibly annoyed, Jaeyoung flips over.


  Jang Jaeyoung: I’m done.


  Chuckling, Sangwoo shakes Jaeyoung by the shoulder.


  Choo Sangwoo: I’m having fun.


  Jang Jaeyoung: You’re not getting the point of the game.


  Choo Sangwoo: The point of all games is to win.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Oh really? Then I’m gonna start playing seriously.


  Choo Sangwoo: Okay.


  Jang Jaeyoung: You better not start crying when you lose. (Through gritted teeth) Metamorphosis.


  Choo Sangwoo: (Calmly) Serendipity.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Yttrium.


  Choo Sangwoo: Multidimensional.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Neuroscience.


  Choo Sangwoo: Epistemology.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Yesteryear.


  Choo Sangwoo: Ratiocination.


  Jaeyoung springs up, agitated.


  Jang Jaeyoung: That’s not a word!


  Choo Sangwoo: It’s the process of logical reasoning.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Ha…! Ninja Turtle.


  Choo Sangwoo: Two words, and proper nouns are not allowed.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Oh yeah? Then I’ll just fuck off since I lost.


  Sangwoo quickly grabs his arm and pulls him back down.


  Choo Sangwoo: No, no. Ninja Turtle counts. Uh… Eruv.


  Jang Jaeyoung: (Grumpy) Veggie Venturer.


  Sangwoo looks flustered but lets it slide.


  Choo Sangwoo: Rubric.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Choo Sangwoo is an idiot.


  Jaeyoung seems less annoyed now. Sangwoo fidgets nervously before speaking.


  Choo Sangwoo: Uh… Thesis.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Spicy black mamba.


  Jaeyoung kisses Sangwoo’s cheek. Looking slightly embarrassed, Sangwoo mutters softly.


  Choo Sangwoo: Alibi.


  Jang Jaeyoung: I… (whispering) I was really bored without you here.


  Jaeyoung kisses both of Sangwoo’s cheeks.


  Choo Sangwoo: Elastic.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Choo Sangwoo is adorable.


  This time, Jaeyoung kisses him three times. Sangwoo smiles.


  Choo Sangwoo: E. coli.


  Jaeyoung leans close and whispers in Sangwoo’s ear.


  Jang Jaeyoung: I…love you.


  Unable to resist, Sangwoo wraps his arms around Jaeyoung’s neck, and they begin to kiss gently. The kiss deepens until suddenly Sangwoo pushes Jaeyoung away, breathing heavily.


  Choo Sangwoo: Uncontrollable…erection.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Babe, you win. Wanna move on to the next game?


  Choo Sangwoo: Yes. Now.


  Jaeyoung opens a drawer and turns off the light. The room falls dark.




  @Audio Drama with ACO #2 [Character Interview]
Written in June 2019, released in July 2019


  


  Q. Could you each give a brief introduction?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Hey. I’m currently working as an art director at a branding agency, and I’m Sangwoo’s first, only, and last lover.


  Choo Sangwoo: (Emotionlessly) I’m an ordinary office worker.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Dude… Now you’re making me sound weird.


  Choo Sangwoo: What are you talking about?


  


  Q. What have you been up to lately?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Work kept me busy for a while, but a six-month project finally wrapped up, so I’m getting to relax a bit. Nowadays, I’m trying to decide where to go on vacation.


  Choo Sangwoo: I’ve been maintaining a good balance between work and home.


  


  Q. We heard you just got married. What was the wedding like?


  Choo Sangwoo: I did everything possible to keep all the variables under control, but it was still somewhat chaotic. Overall, I’d say it went according to plan.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Um…it wasn’t really like…that. It was super romantic, and the party was great. We tried to go all-out with the preparations since it’s a once-in-a-lifetime event. There were some unexpected happenings, true… And all our friends and families were so happy for us, too. But above all, Sangwoo was with me… I was unbelievably happy.


  


  Q. Is there a specific moment from the wedding that was memorable to you?


  Choo Sangwoo: Hmm… My father was crying a bit too much. You see, I moved out when I was twenty, so it seemed a bit odd for him to suddenly feel such a significant sense of loss. But when I looked over, I realized Jaeyoungie-hyung was tearing up as well.


  Jang Jaeyoung: I told you I had pollen in my eyes.


  Choo Sangwoo: (Flatly) Right.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Why don’t you tell them about how your mom and my mom got into a fight? (Laughs)


  Choo Sangwoo: (Sighs) Let’s not dwell on troublesome topics.


  Jang Jaeyoung: What? I thought it was funny. The foreign guests thought it was a rap battle.


  


  Q. Are you planning to adopt any children?


  Jang Jaeyoung: (Awkward) We haven’t really…haha…


  Choo Sangwoo: We’re considering adopting two children regardless of gender. However, it’s not something we’ve formally agreed upon yet.


  


  Q. Now that you’re married, what’s different compared to when you were dating?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Hmm…can’t really think of anything… Oh! I like that Sangwoo calls me “honey” now. I used to beg him to call me that, but the first time he said it was the day before the wedding. Can you believe him?


  Choo Sangwoo: Being married and dating are two fundamentally different things, of course. Marriage is a solution that significantly improves the stability of a relationship. I’ve dreamed of legally binding Jaeyoung to me for a long time, so I’m very satisfied with this new status. As for drawbacks… Hmm… Nothing comes to mind.


  


  Q. The two of you were dating for a while before you got married. What’s one thing about your partner you still don’t understand?


  Choo Sangwoo: Hmm… Hyung is a very talented artist. If he wants to, he can draw incredibly realistically, yet his handwriting is still terrible. I find that puzzling.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Yeah? What else don’t you understand about me?


  Choo Sangwoo: They said to name just one.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Don’t worry about that. Just tell me everything.


  Choo Sangwoo: (Whispering) Stop it. I’ll tell you when we get home. You need to answer the question, too, honey.


  Jang Jaeyoung: I can’t really think of anything. I’m a pretty understanding person. But sometimes I do wonder, like…is it legal for him to be so adorable? That part I still don’t really understand.


  


  Q. How are both of your families and Jaehong?


  Jang Jaeyoung: My grandfather was pretty pissed when he first heard about our marriage…but I think he’s come around now. These days, when we talk on the phone, he even asks about Sangwoo sometimes.


  Choo Sangwoo: Yes. It’s usually something like, “What’s that lunatic doing nowadays?” or “I hope that brat is treating you well.”


  Jang Jaeyoung: (Awkward laugh) Haha…but he did stand next to us for the wedding photos.


  Choo Sangwoo: That is correct. He arrived wearing a very eye-catching white suit, so my husband had to edit in more ordinary clothing before printing the photos.


  Jang Jaeyoung: W-well…his style is pretty flashy…


  Choo Sangwoo: While he was leaving, he also threw his cane at us.


  Jang Jaeyoung: (Resigned sigh)


  Choo Sangwoo: Of course, Jaeyoungie-hyung shielded me and caught the cane. The guests thought it was part of the wedding and started whistling and clapping… In reality, it was an assassination attempt.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Right. There were some…incidents. (Quietly) Let’s talk about your family now.


  Choo Sangwoo: I maintain close relations with my family by speaking with them every month. My parents, older sister, brother-in-law, and nephew are all in good health.


  Jang Jaeyoung: His parents are so cute together. I don’t mean to brag, but whenever his dad sees an interesting fish while fishing or a cute animal while hiking, he takes pictures and sends them to me. It makes me really happy that he treats me just like his own son. I keep in touch with Sanghui-noona, too, but she’s busy trying to move jobs these days. As for Jaehong… (Indifferently) I’m sure he’s fine.


  Choo Sangwoo: As for Mr. Jang, I believe there was a small…misunderstanding. I no longer consider him a piece of trash and instead respect him as my husband’s family member.


  


  Q. Did the two of you ever experience a slump in your relationship?


  Jang Jaeyoung: A…slump? Hmm…what’s that? Sangwoo-ya, you know that word?


  Choo Sangwoo: A slump? (Glancing at Jaeyoung nervously) I can’t accurately interpret your question since that is something I’ve never encountered before. Please move on to the next question.


  


  Q. Have you had an argument recently? How do you two usually resolve conflicts?


  Choo Sangwoo: Earlier today, we stopped at a drive-through for coffee, and my husband was acting overly friendly with the employee, which I found upsetting. He kept joking around instead of trying to console me, which only intensified my emotions.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Hahaha! Let me explain. The employee was this big, friendly guy. He said my sunglasses looked cool, so we fist-bumped and exchanged a few words. That’s all. (Quietly) I love moments like that.


  Choo Sangwoo: You asked how we resolve arguments, correct? This one hasn’t been resolved yet. I plan to scold him when we get home.


  Jang Jaeyoung: I’m looking forward to it.


  


  Q. How did you get your cat, Visual Basic?


  Jang Jaeyoung: I was walking down the street one day and saw something sitting next to a truck. When I looked closely, I realized it was a really sick kitten. He was soaked from the rain, and even when I approached, he didn’t run away. I figured he would definitely die if I left him there, so I brought him home. Thinking back on it, Vibi and us…we were meant to be. (Seeing Sangwoo’s expression) What, you don’t think so?


  Choo Sangwoo: I don’t know about meant to be. The veterinarian said it would probably die, but Hyung even took vacation days to care for it, which is how it survived. That made me feel reassured that if I ever get injured, he’d do the same for me.


  Jang Jaeyoung: (Laughs) Sangwoo isn’t really an animal person. When I first brought Vibi home, he kept complaining about germs and wouldn’t even go near him, so I never imagined we’d keep him. I planned to release him once he recovered a bit. When I finally opened the door…Vibi wouldn’t go outside. He kept coming back to me. I couldn’t bring myself to force him out, so I kept trying to nudge him out the door… Then Sangwoo quietly closed the door, and he said he would rather tolerate a little inconvenience than watch me be sad. Sangwoo said he was simply making a rational decision, but I was honestly really touched. So that’s how Vibi became a part of our family.


  Choo Sangwoo: (Confidently) I’m doing my best to prevent any situations that would make my husband sad. A small, four-kilogram animal can only inflict so much damage on me. It’s a cost I’m willing to pay to maintain a happy married life with a sensitive person like my husband.


  


  Q. How did you start doing bedroom role-play?


  Choo Sangwoo: I once begged Hyung to show me some of his old theater costumes. So he put on his costume and even acted the part, which was great… But then he suddenly told me that if I wanted my freedom, I had to become a prostitute. I became a captive selling my body to a pirate captain for one dollar of Monopoly money. That’s how it started.


  Jang Jaeyoung: When I saw him holding that crumpled fake bill…it was pretty damn hot. I’d say it was method acting.


  Choo Sangwoo: The very next week, he came home from work and accused me of being a thief, then restrained me with handcuffs he’d ordered from an online adult shop. I was impressed he’d even memorized the Miranda rights. He’s not normally that thorough.


  Jang Jaeyoung: (Laughs) Hey, everything’s more fun when there’s a backstory behind it. We tried it a few times just for fun, but Sangwoo seemed to enjoy it more than I thought, so we kept it going. And speaking of handcuffs… I used to think things like cat ears or sexy aprons were so freaking weird. I thought only creeps did stuff like that… Sangwoo turned me into a kinky bastard.


  


  Q. Could you give us some insight into scenarios, such as 


   policeman and thief, teacher and troublemaker, magic swordsman and slime, or office cleaner and CEO?


  Jang Jaeyoung: The cleaner one only happened because Sangwoo kept nagging me about the room being messy, and I was trying to joke my way out of it… Then, well, yeah. As for the slime one…um, I accidentally squeezed too much of something…sticky…and then it just—mmph!


  Choo Sangwoo: (Covering Jaeyoung’s mouth) Stop it. I do not condone revealing our private moments to an unspecified audience. (Firmly) Please refrain from speculation or gossip regarding this matter. Legal action will be taken if necessary.


  Jang Jaeyoung: (Laughs) If anyone wants the details, contact me privately. (Flinching) Of course I’m joking, honey.


  


  Q. When do you find your husband most attractive?


  Choo Sangwoo: Hmm… That’s a difficult question.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Yeah. Hmm…if I had to pick one, it’s when I see him outside. Sangwoo’s usually pretty expressionless when he’s around other people. But when I show up, there’s this subtle change… He gets this spark in his eyes. Every time I see him like that, I feel so overwhelmed, you know? Like my heart’s about to burst. It’s proof that I’m special to him. Makes me want to hug him super tight… Sometimes I wonder if that’s what I’ve been living for all this time… Sometimes I want to brag, like, “See that? He’s mine.” (Laughs) He probably doesn’t do it intentionally, but in that moment, he’s so captivating.


  Choo Sangwoo: For me, it’s when my husband is asleep. Beauty can’t be quantified, and sleep doesn’t actually make him more beautiful, but it’s the most efficient time for observation. Normally, his face shifts constantly, and he moves around quite a bit, which is distracting. But when he’s asleep, I can observe his face in peace. It’s quite beneficial. Because… Well, it’s fun…and it improves my mood…but sometimes I also become scared. What if someone takes him away? What if he runs away? Then I make sure there are no risk factors present.


  Jang Jaeyoung: So you don’t find me attractive when I’m awake?


  Choo Sangwoo: No. You’re always beautiful.


  


  Q. How about a message for the readers?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Thank you for all your love and support. We’ll make sure to live happily ever after. Sangwoo-ya, honey, I love you!


  Choo Sangwoo: I’m pleased to have established a successful case study of strategically securing my first love. Please feel free to reference my example and work diligently to achieve your goals. Thank you.


  


  


  @Story Game #1 [Acrostic Poem]
Written August 2020, release canceled


  


  Jaeyoung grabs Sangwoo by the shoulder in the middle of the sidewalk.


  Jang Jaeyoung: New assignment. Write an acrostic poem using my name. Reward. No more harassment starting tomorrow.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): That’s tempting. Is he telling the truth?


  Choo Sangwoo: Question. Do I just need to compose the poem? And what exactly falls under “harassment”?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Answer. It must be somewhat creative to pass. You can be the one to define “harassment.”


  Choo Sangwoo (N): The conditions are too vague. Still, it’s worth a try.


  Choo Sangwoo: Give me the prompt.


  Jang Jaeyoung: You’re the one who’s supposed to start it, dumbass.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): I thought the listener usually gives the starting syllables…but I’ll try it.


  


  Option 1: Plain and honest.


  Option 2: Literary and romantic.


  Option 3: Critical and biting.


  


  Choo Sangwoo: J… Just like adenoid cystic carcinoma.


  Jang Jaeyoung: (Silence)


  Choo Sangwoo: J… Just like relapsing polychondritis.


  Jang Jaeyoung (N): I have no idea what that means, but I don’t like the sound of that…


  Choo Sangwoo: Y… You’re like a benign ulcer!


  Jang Jaeyoung (N): That little…


  Choo Sangwoo (N): What a masterpiece.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Evaluation. Your use of descending structure and rhyme is impressive. I’ll start by awarding fifty bonus points for rhythm.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): I did work very hard to match the structure.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Accuracy…ten out of ten. Sincerity, ten out of ten.


  Choo Sangwoo: I agree with your assessment.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Originality of expression, eight out of ten. Impact, nine out of ten. Ethicality…negative 5,000 out of ten.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): What? Asshole!


  Jang Jaeyoung: Total score, negative 4,913 out of fifty. Looks like I’ll be seeing you again tomorrow, Sangwoo-ya.




  @Story Game #2 [Festival Date]


  Choo Sangwoo: I…should go home.


  Jang Jaeyoung: How come? Don’t wanna study a bit longer?


  Choo Sangwoo (N): A bit longer? We have not done any studying.


  Choo Sangwoo: I cannot. My arousal is too distracting. I’ll head home and take care of it in private.


  Jang Jaeyoung: If that’s the issue, I could lend you a hand…


  Jaeyoung sees the desperate look on Sangwoo’s face and turns away, suppressing his laughter.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Okay, okay. I’ll drive you.


  On the way home, Sangwoo sets the air conditioner to 18°C and stubbornly avoids looking at Jaeyoung. However, Sangwoo’s arousal refuses to subside.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Sangwoo-ya, I’m seriously not trying to be condescending…but do you think sexual desire is something bad?


  Choo Sangwoo: Lately, it has gotten so intense that it is becoming an issue.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Hmm… That just means you like me a lot, which I don’t have an issue with. And just in case you didn’t know…I feel it, too. I’m just holding myself back.


  Sangwoo’s gaze instinctively drifts toward Jaeyoung’s groin, but he deliberately turns back to the window.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): That cannot be what I think it is. I must have been mistaken. Perhaps his pants are just folded in an odd way.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Here we are. So sad…


  Choo Sangwoo: I will be going now. Goodbye.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Wait. Let’s go on a date when you’re done with your exams.


  Choo Sangwoo: A date?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Yeah. The festival’s coming up…so let’s meet Monday.


  Choo Sangwoo: My exams end Friday. Why not Saturday?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Haha, I thought about that…but you should probably rest over the weekend. Prepare yourself, you know…do some research.


  Choo Sangwoo: Oh…


  Sangwoo belatedly understands what he’s saying. This is an indirect declaration that he intends to have intercourse with him Monday night.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Hey, don’t make that face. Just use the weekend to get ready, okay?


  Choo Sangwoo: Understood. I will conduct some research over the weekend, then.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Just…stay away from the weird videos, okay? Vet your sources carefully.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): Option 1: Do I look like an idiot? Option 2: I’ll choose based on popularity rankings. Option 3: You can give me your recommendation, then.


  Jang Jaeyoung: What, you think I watch gay porn in my free time? Figure it out yourself.


  Choo Sangwoo: You sounded confident, so I assumed you did.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Why the hell would I go out of my way to look at naked guys? The only man I wanna see naked is you.


  Choo Sangwoo: Well…I really need to go now.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Give me a kiss before you go. I’ll miss you.


  Sangwoo braces himself against the console and gives Jaeyoung a quick peck on the lips.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): My arms are trembling because I want to do more, but I manage to hold myself back. I slip and accidentally grab his thigh…find something hard there.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Studying ahead?


  Choo Sangwoo: That was an accident. I’m leaving now!


  Choo Sangwoo (N): What was that? What did I just touch?


  For the longest time, Sangwoo couldn’t study at all, preoccupied with what happened at Jaeyoung’s apartment, the conversation in the car, and the diameter and length of that…thing.


  Exam week passes in a blur. Sangwoo makes sure to prepare thoroughly, so no exam is particularly difficult. The hardest assignment he has is the one that is to be completed over the weekend after exams.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): How is that even physically possible? Surely, they don’t feel any pleasure from that. But they don’t look like they’re in pain… Is this actually going to work? That man looks bigger and stronger than me… Can I really satisfy Jaeyoungie-hyung?


  Despite all the worrying, the day of the date arrives quickly. Jaeyoung, completely unaware that Sangwoo had been suffering the night before, looks as carefree as usual.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Hey.


  Choo Sangwoo: Hello.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Our first date! This is exciting.


  Choo Sangwoo: Right.


  The campus is decorated with construction paper and colorful banners for the festival. Sangwoo does not usually enjoy festivals. But since it is a date, it is semibearable.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Well, what do you want to eat?


  Choo Sangwoo: Whatever you want to eat.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Sounds good.


  Soon, Jaeyoung is grinning happily, holding a waffle covered in whipped cream in one hand and rainbow cotton candy in the other.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Here, one each. This one’s yours.


  Choo Sangwoo: Why do I get the cotton candy?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Just wanted to see you holding it.


  They quickly finish the waffle, then eat corn dogs, drink fresh fruit juice, and wander through the booths.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Sangwoo-ya, let’s try that one!


  


  Option 1: The shooting range
Option 2: The arcade tournament
Option 3: The croquis contest


  


  Jaeyoung points at the shooting range.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Yeah! Look, you can even win a stuffed animal.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): He must want the stuffed animal. I’ll win it for him.


  Sangwoo pays the entry fee, receives a loaded airsoft gun…and makes 28 out of 30 shots.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Damn… Is there anything you can’t do?


  Choo Sangwoo: I am fairly confident in my shooting skills. You said you were an instructor in the military, correct? Then you must have been a good marksman as well.


  Jang Jaeyoung: I guess I was pretty damn good back in the day. Here, I’ll show you what I’ve got.


  Choo Sangwoo: Yes. Show me.


  Jaeyoung saunters up and grabs the gun, but when he aims at the target, he becomes much more serious.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): Even if it’s only an airsoft gun, his stance is solid. I wish I could see him firing a real gun.


  His score is 28, the same as Sangwoo’s.


  Male Student: That was impressive, both of you! Congrats. Here’s your prize.


  Choo Sangwoo: You can take mine, Hyung.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Oh, you’re giving it to me? Thanks!


  Jaeyoung looks adorable holding the two large stuffed animals.


  They participate in a few other events and watch some performances. The image of Jaeyoung’s naked body keeps distracting Sangwoo, but he tries not to let it show.


  Jang Jaeyoung: My legs are starting to hurt. Wanna sit on the bench for a bit?


  Choo Sangwoo: Yes.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Did you have fun?


  Choo Sangwoo: Yes.


  Jang Jaeyoung: What did you enjoy the most?


  Choo Sangwoo: If you weren’t here, I wouldn’t have enjoyed any of it. But because you were here, I enjoyed everything.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Hahaha!


  Jaeyoung smiles brightly and pinches Sangwoo’s cheek.


  Jang Jaeyoung: I liked the CPR training booth the most.


  Choo Sangwoo: Do you have any idea how shocked I was?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Yeah, you looked adorable.


  At the CPR booth, Jaeyoung laid Sangwoo down and, pretending to demonstrate, slipped his tongue into his mouth. Sangwoo’s heart nearly exploded, and he almost ended up needing real CPR.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Oh, I don’t think we went to that purple booth. Wanna check it out?


  Choo Sangwoo (N): Tarot cards? That must be a scam. Option 1: If Hyung wants to, I might as well indulge him. Option 2: I refuse to entertain a fortune-telling scam.


  Choo Sangwoo: Fine. Let’s do it.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Actually? I was expecting you to say no.


  Choo Sangwoo: As a rational human being, I do not believe in fortune-telling, but you’re different, Hyung.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Hahaha! That’s true. Well, this should be fun.


  Decorative lights are glowing faintly in the dark booth.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): Is this incense? The smell is suffocating.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Hello.


  Fortune Teller: Welcome to the crossroads of past, future, and the mysterious present.


  An older fortune teller, wearing strange attire, is sitting behind the table in the center of the booth. Jaeyoung sits first. When he sees that Sangwoo is still standing, he pats the chair next to him.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Come on, sit.


  Fortune Teller: What would you like to know, dear students?


  Jaeyoung glances at Sangwoo, then scoots his chair closer to the table.


  Jang Jaeyoung: I’d like to hear about my love life.


  Fortune Teller: Hmm, love… Are you currently in a relationship or hoping to be in one?


  Jang Jaeyoung: I’m in a relationship.


  The fortune teller quickly shuffles the cards, then spreads them like a fan.


  Fortune Teller: Think of your lover as you pick three cards.


  Jaeyoung’s eyes sparkle with interest as he picks three cards. But after the fortune teller performs a strange trick, there are five.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): The Devil and Death? That doesn’t look good.


  Fortune Teller: Hmm… Your personalities are a bit different, aren’t they?


  Jang Jaeyoung: How did you know? Yeah, we’re polar opposites!


  Fortune Teller: The cards show your partner is somewhat stubborn and particular.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Spot on.


  Fortune Teller: You feel like you need to be very careful around him.


  Jaeyoung’s eyes widen as he nods.


  Fortune Teller: There is also an age difference… You usually take the lead, don’t you?


  The fortune teller examines Jaeyoung’s face with narrowed eyes.


  Fortune Teller: Hmm… This relationship is incredibly passionate.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Haha! You can see that, too?


  Fortune Teller: It’s almost like you’re being sucked into a drain. This relationship is alluring, intense, and impossible to escape. 


  Jang Jaeyoung: Hmm…


  Fortune Teller: And there’s strong sexual desire… You want to be their whole world, the sun that they revolve around.


  Jang Jaeyoung: I guess…you could say that.


  Fortune Teller: Be careful. What I’m seeing is that this relationship could turn destructive if it goes too far.


  Jaeyoung, who was snickering playfully in the beginning, now looks dazed. Sangwoo sits next to him, not understanding anything that’s happening.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): What is the scientific basis for this? Where is their confidence coming from?


  Fortune Teller: You must be wondering how long your love will last.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Yes.


  Fortune Teller: The cards say your relationship is like a blazing flame. Flames… They get so hot, but their boiling point is so high. They flare up fast and burn out just as quickly.


  Choo Sangwoo: (Silence)


  Fortune Teller: If you want this relationship to last, you’ll have to put in more effort. But although you might feel like you’re leading the relationship…


  The fortune teller points mysteriously to the last card.


  Fortune Teller: Your girlfriend is the one who’s in charge. It all comes down to what she wants, doesn’t it?


  Jang Jaeyoung: (Silence)


  Fortune Teller: In my opinion…it would be better for you to break up before things get more serious.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): That’s nonsense. We have only been dating for two weeks.


  While Jaeyoung sits there, looking slightly uneasy and lost in thought, the fortune teller gathers up the cards.


  Fortune Teller: As for you on the left… Would you like me to read your fortune?


  Choo Sangwoo (N): Hmm… First, I need to verify the reliability of this so-called fortune-telling. Option 1: I’d like to know about my career path. Option 2: I’d like to know about my health. Option 3: I’d like to know about my finances.


  The fortune teller spreads the cards the same way they had for Jaeyoung and asks Sangwoo to draw three. He picks three cards in order from the front, which seems to catch the fortune teller off guard.


  Fortune Teller: Hmm, your career… You seem very composed…but bold as well.


  Sangwoo says nothing, simply staring.


  Fortune Teller: You’re usually diligent, but sometimes you feel lonely and want to deviate from your routine…probably. You’re very intelligent as well. You study hard, but sometimes you like to question what you’re learning… I think…


  Choo Sangwoo (N): They’re becoming flustered because I’m not displaying the reactions they were looking for.


  Fortune Teller: Well, uh…if you work hard, you’ll get good results… But you might want to look into business. Your calm, composed energy could align well with that.


  Choo Sangwoo: Anyone can say something like that. Please be more specific with your prediction.


  Fortune Teller: I’m saying…you’ll have some good luck with employment, and you’d do well in business. You’ll probably succeed, regardless of what you try…


  Choo Sangwoo: What percentage is “some”? Twenty percent? Eighty percent? Does “probably” equate to more than a fifty-percent likelihood?


  Sangwoo is about to press further when Jaeyoung suddenly clamps his hand over his mouth.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Hey, hey. That’s enough. This is all just for fun.


  He seems very amused.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Um…we’re working on a project together. It’s a business venture, in a way. Could you tell us about that?


  The fortune teller glares at me and shuffles the deck aggressively. Jaeyoung keeps clearing his throat, as if he’s trying not to burst out laughing.


  Fortune Teller: Let’s start with you on the right. Please draw three cards.


  The fortune teller speaks to Jaeyoung warmly but shoves the deck at Sangwoo without a word. He draws three cards from the top. The fortune teller draws a few herself and lays them out.


  Fortune Teller: Oh! It’s doomed! This will never, never, never succeed.


  Choo Sangwoo: (Silence)


  Fortune Teller: The cards say the two of you are way too incompatible. One of you may be accommodating, but the other one is too controlling for the two of you to work together. This pairing couldn’t be any worse. The cards say you two must stay far away from each other.


  The fortune teller stares at Sangwoo with clear hatred.


  Choo Sangwoo: Should we just quit, then?


  Fortune Teller: Well, the cards say you may have been friends for a long time, but it’s not a healthy relationship. You should definitely—


  Choo Sangwoo: Wrong again. I met him this February, and we’ve never been friends.


  Fortune Teller: Right! That was also a possibility! But since you’re so toxic to each other, you should go your separate ways as soon as possible—


  Choo Sangwoo: Toxic? No, this relationship makes me feel alive. My heart is always pounding. Did your cards not tell you that part?


  Fortune Teller (N): That little…


  Choo Sangwoo: I’ll give you one last chance. How many siblings do I have?


  The fortune teller confidently holds out the deck. Sangwoo draws the top card and shows it to them.


  Fortune Teller: You’re an only child!


  Choo Sangwoo: Wrong again.


  Fortune Teller: Your blood type is AB, isn’t it?


  Choo Sangwoo: Why should I disclose personal health information to a stranger?


  Fortune Teller: You brat… Did no one teach you to respect your elders?


  Choo Sangwoo: You are a terrible fortune teller. I refuse to pay for predictions with such low reliability.


  Fortune Teller: I don’t want any money from a customer like you, either. Get out!


  Choo Sangwoo: Were you not just talking about respect?


  Jaeyoung presses a hand to his forehead and sighs. His shoulders are shaking with silent laughter.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Sangwoo-ya, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have dragged you in here. Just step outside for a bit.


  Choo Sangwoo: (to the fortune teller) You’re completely wrong! We will not split up, and the project will succeed. As long as we work hard, we’ll get good results. Your flimsy cards can’t predict fortune or misfortune. And you’re not refunding people when your predictions are wrong, are you? How is that any different from a scam?


  Fortune Teller: Watch it, you little shit!


  Choo Sangwoo: Did you just curse at me?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Sangwoo-ya, just…step outside for a second. I’ll handle it.


  Choo Sangwoo: You have absolutely no talent. I don’t need to look at those cards to see that your business fortune is extremely poor. If you don’t learn another skill, you’ll end up on the streets.


  Fortune Teller: Shut up! You don’t know what you’re talking about!


  Choo Sangwoo: Also, “boiling point” has nothing to do with combustion. If you’re going to run a scam, at least do your research.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Hahaha! Hey, hey. That’s enough. Go wait outside.


  Jaeyoung’s laughter echoes behind me as I exit the booth.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): How come a scammer is allowed to have a booth in a school festival? How infuriating. But…maybe I went too far. That was still part of our date. I was trying my best to stay quiet, even when they were saying all those strange things, but when they dragged VeVen into it, I couldn’t help but get irritated. I’m putting so much effort into that project. How dare they say it’s going to fail!


  After about a minute, Jaeyoung emerges from the booth, smiling. He’s holding a card in his hand.


  Choo Sangwoo: What happened?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Oh, we just talked for a bit, and I left.


  Choo Sangwoo: Did you pay? Tell me you didn’t.


  Jang Jaeyoung: They told me not to…but they did read our fortunes, so I paid anyway.


  Choo Sangwoo: You shouldn’t have given your money to a scammer.


  Jang Jaeyoung: It’s okay. At least it was funny.


  Choo Sangwoo: Perhaps it was funny for you, but I didn’t find it funny at all. And what’s that card you’re holding?


  Jang Jaeyoung: I got it as a freebie. They wouldn’t take my money, so I asked for this instead. It’s supposed to improve your love life. Apparently, they sell them for twenty thousand won each.


  Choo Sangwoo: That’s ridiculous. It’s only a piece of paper. They were definitely a scammer.


  Jang Jaeyoung: It’s not just a piece of paper. Look what it says.


  Choo Sangwoo: Lovers…?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Think back two weeks, Sangwoo-ya. We kissed at the pub, then the next day we were fighting in front of your apartment, and you were saying all sorts of weird things… And now, here we are. Isn’t that pretty amazing?


  Jaeyoung’s fingers intertwine with Sangwoo’s.


  Jang Jaeyoung: “No, this relationship makes me feel alive. My heart is always pounding. Did your cards not tell you that part?” “We will not split up, and the project will succeed. As long as we work hard, we’ll get good results.”


  Choo Sangwoo: (Silence)


  Jang Jaeyoung: That was pretty nice of you to say.


  Choo Sangwoo: Ugh…


  Jang Jaeyoung: I feel like anything’s possible when I’m with you.


  Choo Sangwoo: Of course anything is possible. Don’t listen to their nonsense. You were listening quite intently at first… I hope you didn’t believe anything they said.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Haha…maybe a little bit at first.


  Choo Sangwoo: What? But why?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Well, she was saying all that stuff about how we have different personalities, so I was like, “Whoa! How did she know?”


  Choo Sangwoo: They said “girlfriend,” and I’m a man. And all that nonsense about how you’re always so careful around me…


  Jang Jaeyoung: Actually…that part was true.


  Jaeyoung gives Sangwoo an unreadable smile as he pats his head.


  Choo Sangwoo: You saw how they couldn’t even get the basic facts, right? Don’t ever listen to a fortune teller like that again.


  Jang Jaeyoung: That’s true. They started making stuff up because you weren’t giving them anything.


  Choo Sangwoo: I saw you laughing to the side.


  Jang Jaeyoung: I feel like life will never be boring when I’m with you.


  Jaeyoung squeezes Sangwoo’s hand tightly.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Wanna take a selfie to commemorate outsmarting a scammer?


  Choo Sangwoo: Sure. This is a moment of victory for truth.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Hold this for a second.


  He places the Lovers card in Sangwoo’s hand and raises his phone.


  Click!




  @Story Game #3 [The Play]


  Even though it’s the week before exams, the auditorium in front of the cultural center is still swarming with students who came to see the performance. Sangwoo arrived two hours before showtime and has been lingering near the ticket booth ever since, hoping to purchase a refunded ticket.


  Student 1: Hello, are there any tickets left for today’s performance?


  Drama Club Member 1: Sorry, we’re sold out.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): Thirteen minutes left, and no one has asked for a refund yet.


  He scans the line of people waiting to enter, trying to see if anyone might have a last-minute change of heart. But it’s useless. Eight minutes before showtime, Sangwoo’s heart starts pounding nervously.


  Drama Club Member 1: Admission will begin now!


  Choo Sangwoo (N): Maybe someone will have an emergency and ask for a refund.


  Student 2: I’m so excited. I heard the original is really good, too!


  Student 3: How’d you get tickets for this show anyway? They sold out so fast.


  Student 2: I lined up the day they went on sale and managed to snag them. I even skipped class for it.


  Student 3: That’s true dedication!


  Students begin filing into the auditorium, chatting excitedly. Even with three minutes remaining before the show, Sangwoo refuses to give up.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): I can achieve anything as long as I put in the work. I couldn’t purchase the ticket due to a lack of information, but I trust that a miracle will happen.


  Three minutes pass. Everyone is inside the auditorium now. The staff is starting to clean up.


  Theater Club Member 1: Dang, you’re still here? I’m sorry, but there are no refunded tickets.


  Choo Sangwoo: You don’t have a single one?


  Theater Club Member 1: No.


  Choo Sangwoo: Are you sure?


  Theater Club Member 1: Nope.


  Choo Sangwoo: Are you really sure?


  Theater Club Member 1: Yes.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): Option 1: No luck. Let’s go home. Option 2: I’m going to see this play, no matter what it takes!


  Choo Sangwoo: Are you close with Jaeyoungie-hyung, by any chance?


  Theater Club Member 1: Uh…I’m a freshman, so he probably doesn’t even know me.


  Choo Sangwoo: I’m currently working on a project with Jaeyoungie-hyung, and we once maintained a very close relationship.


  Theater Club Member 1: Um…I see.


  The club member bows slightly, noticeably more polite.


  Choo Sangwoo: We are currently not in contact due to…extenuating circumstances. But he would have wanted me to come see the play. I’m sure of it.


  Theater Club Member 1: I understand, but I’m just doing what the upperclassmen told me to do. It’s a full theater, so I can’t let you in.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): I thought that might work, but it failed spectacularly. Now what?


  As Sangwoo studies the auditorium, he notices that one window has been left wide open.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): It’s high, but the window should be big enough. This is a bit too far… But if I don’t see this play, I’ll regret it for the rest of my life.


  Sangwoo quickly hides his bag in the bushes, braces his arms on the windowsill, and hoists himself up.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): (Panting) My regular workout routine is paying off.


  He wriggles inside and realizes he’s in a bathroom. Sangwoo cracks the door open slightly and sees the large entrance to the performance hall.


  Theater Club Member 2: Wait, wasn’t that the engineering student who’s been hanging out with Jaeyoung-sunbae lately?


  Theater Club Member 1: Really? Shoot, did I mess up? I knew there were no seats left, so… 


  Theater Club Member 2: If he’s really Jaeyoung-sunbae’s friend, we need to give him one of our seats or something. Is he still outside?


  Theater Club Member 1: No. He left looking totally depressed.


  Theater Club Member 2: Well…it’s not your fault. If Sunbae asks, I’ll explain. He’s not the type to get pissed over something like that.


  Theater Club Member 1: (Sighs) I feel bad now… Anyway, it’s time. Should we lock the outside doors?


  Theater Club Member 2: Yeah. Let’s go in. I’m so excited!


  After a moment, the theater club members disappear into the performance hall.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): I’ll slip into the auditorium when it finally seems like there’s no one outside. I can’t believe I’m doing this… This is ridiculous. Maybe I should just leave.


  Sangwoo is still suffering from the dilemma when someone steps onto the stage. In that instant, all of his hesitations vanish.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Five years ago, I seized control of the Caribbean seas. Petty thieves and notorious villains…they all tremble at my name.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): It’s completely unrealistic for a pirate to be so handsome. I can’t focus on a single word he’s saying.


  Jang Jaeyoung: My safe overflows with gold and treasures. This crown? Even the King of France couldn’t get his hands on it. There is no treasure in this world that I, the Great Pirate Francis, cannot get my hands on! (Laughs)


  Everyone in the performance hall is staring at Jaeyoung, captivated. The star of the stage is glowing under the attention.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): He was born for the stage.


  Francis saunters across the stage, laughing heartily. He drinks, then duels an enemy who runs onto the stage. Sangwoo doesn’t understand the plot, mainly because he’s too busy watching Jaeyoung, but one thing is certain: This will rank among the most serious crimes Sangwoo has committed in his twenty-five years of life and among one of the best decisions he’s ever made.


  Theater Club Member 3: You killed my mother, Francis! Remember me?


  Jang Jaeyoung: Huh…? Why are there two of you?


  Theater Club Member 3: I worked as your servant for the past five years, biding my time. Wouldn’t you like to know what was in that rum you drank?


  When the infamous pirate Francis dies comically, the entire audience bursts into laughter. Sangwoo is probably the only one who doesn’t laugh. It’s only five minutes, but he finds himself feeling overwhelmed with gratitude. It’s a splendid final memory. Maybe this will make it hurt a bit less.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): It’s over now. Let’s go home.


  Just a few minutes ago, Sangwoo was happy. But the moment he steps outside, he’s greeted by cold darkness. So he runs, tearing through the chilly night that raises goosebumps on his arms and anxiety in his heart.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): I thought I would leave the play with no regrets…but now I regret everything. Why did I act like such a fool when we were together? Hyung was always so patient and kind with me. Why…? Why did I act like…?


  A tear slides down Sangwoo’s cheek. His vision blurs, and he blinks rapidly. His face twists as the sob he was holding back finally bursts free.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): Hyung, what have you done to me? It hurts so much… How am I supposed to live through tomorrow, next week, next month?


  Exhausted, he barely makes it home. When he checks his mailbox out of habit, he finds the ticket Jaeyoung had left a few days earlier, along with a Polaroid of him in costume and a short note on the back.


  His kindness makes Sangwoo grateful and resentful at the same time. It’s because he’s so warm and bright that Sangwoo fell for him so deeply.


  


  @Special Animation with Dose [April Fool’s Day]
Written September 2020, Released April 2021


  Sangwoo just came back to the apartment after class. He sets down his bag and looks around.


  Choo Sangwoo: I’m home.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): That’s strange. He said he wasn’t working today. Where is he?


  The door to Jaeyoung’s room is closed. He tries to open it, but it’s locked.


  


  [Treasure Island]


  


  Sangwoo sees the note stuck to the door and knocks.


  Choo Sangwoo: I know you’re in there. Why did you lock the door?


  There is no answer. As Sangwoo turns away, he finds another note on the floor.


  


  [Look inside the kitchen cabinet.]


  


  Sangwoo checks the kitchen. There are dirty dishes piled in the sink.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): He had the time to write notes, but not to do the dishes?


  Inside the kitchen cabinet is another note.


  


  [Check the shoe cabinet.]


  


  Choo Sangwoo (N): What is he plotting now?


  He goes to the front door. Shoes are scattered everywhere. Inside the shoe cabinet is another note.


  


  [Shout the name of the person you love the most three times.]


  


  Sangwoo stands there in disbelief for a moment, then finally gives in.


  Choo Sangwoo: Jang Jaeyoung! Jang Jaeyoung! Jang Jaeyoung!


  After a moment, the robot vacuum approaches him with a small treasure chest on top. Inside the chest is a small key. Sangwoo picks it up and unlocks the door to Jaeyoung’s room.


  The room is dark and filled with smoke. Fake treasures glitter everywhere. There are various stage props and even dry ice. A fake oil lamp sits on the bed under a strong spotlight. Sangwoo stares at it, then picks it up and rubs it.


  Pop!


  Glitter bursts into the air as Jaeyoung appears, holding a microphone. His voice booms from large speakers set on either side of the room.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Greetings, Master. I am the Genie of the Lamp.


  Sangwoo mutters to himself, stunned.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): If the genie actually looked like that, I’d take a leave of absence and go on an adventure with him immediately.


  Jang Jaeyoung: As you know, the genie grants three wishes. What would you like to wish for, Master?


  Choo Sangwoo: Is this why you took a day off work?


  Jaeyoung places his hands on his hips, looking completely shameless.


  Jang Jaeyoung: I have no idea what you’re talking about. I am a fairy who has awakened after slumbering for a thousand years.


  Choo Sangwoo: I…see.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Tell me your wish, and I shall grant it.


  Choo Sangwoo: First…do the dishes.


  Jaeyoung looks disappointed.


  Jang Jaeyoung: A modest wish, Master. Very well.


  As Jaeyoung puts on rubber gloves and does the dishes, Sangwoo watches him.


  Choo Sangwoo: There’s some rice stuck here.


  Jang Jaeyoung: It’s eco-friendly, Master.


  Choo Sangwoo: No. Do it properly.


  After finishing the dishes, Jaeyoung returns to the living room.


  Jang Jaeyoung: The dishes are done. What is your second wish, Master?


  Choo Sangwoo: Organize the shoe cabinet.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Is housework all you desire from an omnipotent genie?


  Choo Sangwoo: No, but the apartment is a mess.


  Grumbling to himself, Jaeyoung organizes the shoes and returns to the living room.


  Jang Jaeyoung: There. What is your final wish, Master?


  Choo Sangwoo (N): There are many things I need, many things I could ask for. But what I want most right now is…


  Choo Sangwoo: I’m going to set you free.


  Jaeyoung, arms crossed, blinks in surprise.


  Jang Jaeyoung: You don’t want your third wish?


  Choo Sangwoo: I do. But right now…I want to see my lover. Give me Jaeyoungie-hyung back.


  Jaeyoung stares at him blankly, then bursts out laughing. He takes off the turban and vest and pulls Sangwoo into a hug.


  Choo Sangwoo: I missed you, Hyung.


  Jang Jaeyoung: You say that like we haven’t seen each other in a month.


  Choo Sangwoo: Nine hours is enough time for withdrawal symptoms to set in.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Aw, you’re so freaking romantic.


  Choo Sangwoo: Why did you plan something like this?


  Jang Jaeyoung: It’s April Fool’s Day.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): Oh… I didn’t know we were supposed to celebrate April Fool’s Day. I’ll remember this for next year.


  Choo Sangwoo: Did I ruin your event? It looks like you put a lot of work into it.


  Jang Jaeyoung: (Laughs) It didn’t go as planned, but it’s fine. I have many more years to try again.


  Jaeyoung releases Sangwoo and pats his head. After a moment of contemplation, Sangwoo picks up the fallen turban and puts it on.


  Choo Sangwoo: Then I’ll be the genie this time.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Dang, a genie this pretty? I’m glad I set out on this adventure!


  Visibly excited, Jaeyoung kisses his cheek. Sangwoo crosses his arms like Jaeyoung did earlier, though it looks a bit awkward.


  Choo Sangwoo: (Awkwardly) What is your wish, Master?


  Jaeyoung looks at him with a sly smile.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Oh… I have plenty. I’m not sure you can grant them all.


  Choo Sangwoo: I’ll do my best.


  Jang Jaeyoung: (Laughs) Then let’s head to Treasure Island first!


  Jaeyoung scoops Sangwoo up and carries him into the bedroom, which is still glittering with treasures. The door slams shut.




  @Webtoon with Enji [Christmas Special]
Written December 2020, Released December 2020


  Jang Jaeyoung (8 y.o.): Energetic and chaotic. Mischievous little troublemaker.


  Jang Jaehong (8 y.o.): Quiet and introverted. Calm and intelligent model student.


  Choo Sanghui (9 y.o.): Cheerful, laughs and cries easily, and gets angry easily. Outgoing, stubborn child with pigtails.


  Choo Sangwoo (6 y.o.): Logical, serious, and possessive. Quick to become angry and quick to cry.


  @Jaeyoung’s House


  Jaeyoung is eight years old, and he has just finished cours élémentaire 1re année (second grade in France). He is living in France with his father, who is a diplomat. The moment Jaeyoung wakes up, he runs straight toward the Christmas tree that is covered in bright decorations.


  Jang Jaeyoung (N): Santa must’ve brought me presents again this year, right?


  Jaeyoung happily grabs a pretty gift box with “Jaeyoung” written on it. When he opens it, he finds a red skateboard inside. Jaeyoung’s eyes widen with joy.


  Jang Jaeyoung (N): Nice! It’s the exact one I wanted! How did Santa know? Santa is the best! Maybe he overheard me talking to Mom that one day.


  A few weeks ago, Jaeyoung was walking down the street with his mother and Jaehong when he saw the red skateboard in a shop window. He fell in love with it instantly.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Mom, I want that red skateboard. Can you get it for me?


  Mom: Maybe I can buy it for your birthday next year if you promise you’ll stop getting yourself hurt.


  Jang Jaeyoung: I promise! Here, pinky promise!


  Mom: (Laughs) I’ll think about it.


  Jang Jaehong (N): What a weirdo… Why does he like that thing so much?


  Back in the present, Jaeyoung’s mother approaches, and Jaeyoung throws himself into her arms.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Santa gave me a skateboard!


  Mom: (Laughs) Oh, really? It’s the one you wanted, isn’t it? That’s great.


  Jaeyoung’s twin brother, Jang Jaehong, appears. He walks past Jaeyoung toward the Christmas tree and picks up a box labeled “Jaehong.” When he opens it, he finds an electric pencil sharpener inside. It was something Jaehond had wanted as well.


  A few weeks earlier, at the department store.


  Jaehong is staring at an electric pencil sharpener displayed on a high shelf.


  Mom: Hong-ah, do you want the pencil sharpener?


  Jang Jaehong: Yeah.


  Mom: I could get it for your birthday next year.


  Jang Jaehong: Are you sure…?


  Mom pats Jaehong’s head.


  Mom: Of course. You’ve been studying very hard, so you deserve a nice present.


  Jang Jaeyoung (N): Why would anyone want that piece of junk?


  Back in the present, Jaeyoung and Jaehong each hold their Christmas presents and stare at each other.


  Jang Jaehong (N): What an idiot.


  Jang Jaeyoung (N): Dummy. My present’s way better.


  Mom: Now, what do you say when you get a present?


  Jaeyoung looks out the window and shouts, waving his hand.


  Jang Jaeyoung: Merci, Père Noël! (Thank you, Santa Claus!)


  Jaehong gives his mother a deep bow.


  Jang Jaehong: Thank you, Mom.


  Jaeyoung and Jaehong glare at each other.


  Jang Jaeyoung (N): He’s so stupid. Santa is the one who gave him the gift.


  Jang Jaehong (N): Does he actually still believe in Santa?


  Jaehong grabs a pencil to test his new pencil sharpener. His mother walks over to him.


  Mom: Are you going to use it right away, Hong-ah? Here, let me help.


  After a moment, she spins around, sensing something ominous. Jaeyoung is racing across the living room on his new skateboard.


  Mom: Young-ah! Stop it! You can’t ride that inside the house!


  A loud crash follows, and Jaeyoung’s mother screams.


  @ Sangwoo’s House


  Choo Sanghui is the jump rope champion of Grade 3, Classroom 2, at Gokmun Elementary School. She’s nine years old, and her nickname is “Churros.” She flings open her little brother’s door, eyes sparkling, holding a gift box.


  Choo Sanghui: Hey, look! Santa gave us presents!


  Her little brother, Choo Sangwoo, is six years old and is in the Honeybee class at Gokmun Kindergarten. His nickname is “Sangchoo,” but he hates it. He looks at Sanghui, rubbing his eyes sleepily.


  Choo Sangwoo: How did he get into our house?


  Choo Sanghui: He comes in through the chimney, dummy.


  Choo Sangwoo: We don’t have a chimney, Noona.


  Choo Sanghui: So what? Just open the present.


  Sanghui gives the gift box an expectant shake. Sangwoo notices an identical box sitting by his bed. They unwrap the gift boxes together. Inside are red and blue thermals.


  Choo Sangwoo (N): Perfect. The ones I’m wearing now have holes in the knees.


  Sangwoo examines the blue set, satisfied. But Sanghui is clearly disappointed and throws the red thermals on the floor.


  Choo Sanghui: Daaad!


  At her yelling, their father rushes into the room.


  Dad: What’s wrong, Sanghui? Do you not like your present?


  Choo Sanghui: What is this supposed to be?!


  Sweating nervously, their father recalls the day he bought the presents.


  His wife gave him a clear set of instructions:


  


  1. Buy them the exact same gifts.
2. Buy something practical.
3. Buy something they can use in the winter.


  


  Department Store Employee: Oh, kids just love this one. It’s so popular nowadays! It’s made of 100 percent cotton, so it’s perfect for children with sensitive skin.


  Department Store Employee (N): Phew, sold another one!


  Evidently, he ended up disappointing Sanghui because he’d been trying to meet his wife’s demands, and because the store employee had been so convincing. His face twists with regret.


  Choo Sanghui: I hate red! Why did Santa give me something red?!


  Sanghui used to be indifferent about the color red, but she started hating the color after a boy at school wrote her name in red ink. She glares at Sangwoo and holds out her hand.


  Choo Sanghui: Give me yours.


  Choo Sangwoo: No. It’s mine.


  Sangwoo hugs the thermals to his chest, but Sanghui snatches them away immediately. As she starts forcing her legs into the blue pants, Sangwoo shakes with rage. Still, he manages to compose himself and speaks calmly.


  Choo Sangwoo: Father, Noona just took my thermals.


  Dad: Sanghui-ya, that belongs to your little brother. I promise I’ll get you a new one tomorrow.


  As Sanghui tries to force herself into the smaller pants, something rips. Sangwoo’s face turns pale.


  Choo Sangwoo: Father! Noona tore my thermals!


  Sangwoo starts sobbing.


  Choo Sangwoo: Give me my thermals back. Give it back, Noona…


  Dad: Sanghui! Take that off right now!


  Now Sanghui is crying too, one leg still stuck in the blue thermals.


  Choo Sanghui: Santa gave me a red present! Why would Santa do that?! He’s such a meanie!


  Choo Sangwoo: Father… D-did you open the door for a stranger? Y-you’re not supposed to do that…


  With both of his children crying, their father looks completely lost and flustered.


  Choo Sanghui: I told you, he came in through the chimney!


  Choo Sangwoo: And I told you, we don’t have a chimney, you idiot.


  Choo Sanghui: Mooom! Sangwoo just called me an idiot!


  Their mother calls out from another room.


  Mom: Sangwoo-ya, you shouldn’t talk to your sister like that.


  Still sniffling, Sangwoo replies to his mother.


  Choo Sangwoo: Mother, Noona ripped my thermals.


  Mom: Sanghui-ya, you shouldn’t tear your brother’s therma— Wait, what?


  Sangwoo and Sanghui start fighting, grabbing each other’s hair. Their father presses a hand to his forehead in exasperation, wondering where it all went wrong and if his family will ever know peace.
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