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Prologue
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The first real memory Min-jun could claim as his own was not of his mother's face or the sound of his father's voice, but of the shape of hunger. It was a hollow thing, an abyss that lived inside his small belly, expanding with each passing day of thin gruel and churning with waking pangs that traced his ribs from within. In Dongbok-guyok, the easternmost district tumbling toward the outskirts of Pyongyang, hunger was the constant companion to every child born in the long years after the Arduous March. It was the first true education.

They called their home a "village of pride," a model settlement erected to celebrate the Party's genius and the Dear Leader's benevolence. Rows of identical grey concrete buildings lined dirt paths that turned to thick, clinging mud with each seasonal rain. Each unit housed two families, separated only by paper-thin partitions that failed to muffle the sounds of coughing, arguments, and weeping from next door. Privacy was a foreign concept, a luxury forfeited before birth, and Min-jun learned the rhythms of his neighbors' lives through vibrations in the walls and fragments of conversation that bled through the night.

Their unit measured six paces by seven paces. It contained everything they owned: a low table that doubled as a sleeping platform, a coal stove that coughed more soot than heat, stacked wooden crates serving as cupboards for their pitiful possessions, and a single lightbulb dangling from a cord in the center of the room. This solitary bulb was the pinnacle of state-provided modernity. When the Party decided to grant electricity—which they did with capricious irregularity—light flooded their cramped space and illuminated the peeling plaster, the threadbare blankets, and the lines of exhaustion carved into the faces of his family.

"Light is hope," his grandmother would whisper when the bulb flickered to life, her wrinkles crinkling around faded eyes. "Remember that, my moon. The Great Leader gives us light to see our way forward."

Min-jun, at seven, did not feel hope. He felt the cold seeping through his thin jacket and the dust coating every surface. He saw how the light revealed too much: the worried frown on his mother's face as she measured out grain, the tremor in his father's hands after returning from his construction assignment kilometers away, the sunken cheeks of his little sister Eun-ji who wheezed with a cough that never seemed to fully leave. Light exposed their poverty.

Life in Dongbok-guyok was choreographed by the state, each day composed of mandatory routines designed to produce obedience and efficiency. Every morning began before the sun rose with the loudspeakers crackling to life outside, blasting revolutionary marches and morning exercises. Even in winter, residents tumbled from their blanket rolls to march in place in the courtyard, faces turned towards the great unseen homeland, their arms swinging in perfect synchronization. Min-jun's legs would feel like frozen branches, his breath fogging in the pre-dawn chill as a voice commanded them through physical routines meant to strengthen the revolutionary spirit.

After exercise came the ritual of obtaining water. Their apartment had no plumbing; they relied on a pump in the center of the courtyard that operated with reliability only on clear days. Women and children lined up with plastic buckets and jars, their movements practiced and efficient. Min-jun learned the careful balance required to carry water without spilling, how to avoid patches of ice in winter and mud in spring, and most importantly, how to keep his eyes downcast when the neighborhood's fearsome leadership committee member made her morning rounds. Her name was Comrade Ri, a severe woman with military posture and a stare that seemed to pass judgment not just on deeds but on thoughts. When she looked your way, you lowered your gaze instantly and stood straighter, as if your very posture needed to prove loyalty.

The food distribution center was another pilgrimage of suffering. Twice monthly, his family received their rations. His mother always prepared for this journey with the gravity of a soldier marching to battle. She dressed in her least faded coat, pulled her hair back into a neat bun that emphasized her gaunt face, and forced her cracked hands still. Min-jun would accompany her sometimes, pulling their rickety cart with empty containers that felt impossibly light on the way there but brutally heavy returning.

The lines at the distribution center stretched around the building, a slow-moving serpent of shivering bodies. No one spoke. Conversation risked being overheard and interpreted as complaint. To complain about rations was to complain about the Party. To complain about the Party was treason. So they stood in silence, eyes fixed on the ground, extracting minimal warmth from shared proximity. Inside the building, uniformed workers ladled out rations with military precision—grains measured to the gram, preserved fish allocated by piece count, oil poured with supernatural carefulness into their jars.

"It is generous," Comrade Ri would announce from her position near the exit, her voice carrying over the murmurs of gratitude. "The Dear Leader thinks of his people even as the imperialist dogs plot our destruction. Be worthy of his kindness."

Min-jun did not see kindness when he looked at the meager portions tipped into their containers. He saw mathematics that didn't work: a family of four could not survive on what they received. He saw his mother's slight smile—pure performance—as she bowed her head repeatedly, mouthing words of thanks to figures who would never know or care about her reality.

Back home, the reality of those meager rations became apparent. Meals were slow, deliberate affairs. His father would lead them in bows towards the framed portrait of Kim Il-sung mounted on their wall—the grandfather who watched over them even from death. Then they would sit around the low table, each with a small bowl containing the day's nourishment. Min-jun learned to chew slowly, deliberately, as if prolonged chewing might create more substance. He learned to sip the grain-water to make it last. He learned to appreciate the rare days when oil fried the grain into something approaching solidity, or when dried fish added actual flavor to the monotony.

His younger sister Eun-ji would sometimes fuss, her hunger making her irritable and weak. "More," she would whine, her small hand reaching across the table.

His father's discipline was immediate, though never unkind. "The Motherland gives what we need, little flower. We accept with gratitude."

His mother would break off a piece of her own portion—the smallest of fragments—and place it in Eun-ji's bowl. When she thought no one was watching, Min-jun sometimes added a portion of his to his sister's too, developing the practiced sleight-of-hand needed to redistribute scarcity without seeming to defy his father's authority or the state's allocation. The silent transaction between siblings—knowing glances, slight nods—was his first education in covert communication.

School, when it operated, was equally defined by scarcity and obedience. Their classroom had coal heat only intermittently, so during winter the children wore their coats indoors, their breath making visible clouds as they copied revolutionary songs onto splintered wooden desks. Education meant memorization—not calculation, not science, not literature beyond the prescribed and bloodless heroics of soldiers who died gloriously for the Motherland. Learning required repeating facts about capitalism's inevitable collapse and America's moral depravity, about the mountain peaks where the Dear Leader achieved miracles, and about the infinite benevolence of a system that provided them nothing and yet claimed to provide everything.

The school principal, a tall man with gold-rimmed glasses who always carried The Selected Works of Kim Jong-il under his arm, preached constant vigilance. "The eyes of the children are the first defense against imperialist corruption," he announced during assemblies. "You must report strange behaviors. You must notice what is different. You must speak up before weakness spreads."

Min-jun learned to listen and watch with his peripheral vision. He learned to respond with appropriate enthusiasm during political study sessions and to keep his true opinions tucked deep behind blank compliance. But sometimes, without meaning to, he noticed things. Not the things the principal meant for him to notice—not whispered complaints or non-revolutionary attitude—but different things entirely.

He noticed how Hyun-kil, the boy who sat two rows ahead, stared sometimes at Seong-ju too long. Not the normal way boys looked at boys, but with an intensity that lingered. He noticed how in the gangly discomfort of puberty, some boys elbowed each other more than necessary, how their bodies recoiled from girls as if from something dangerous, seeking instead the familiar safety of male proximity. He noticed the slight changes in Seong-ju when Hyun-kil passed his desk—the quickened breathing, the downward gaze—that didn't match the casual friendship they were supposed to have.

Min-jun didn't have words for these observations at age ten. He couldn't have articulated the feeling that coiled in his own stomach when he looked at some of the other boys—older boys, broad-shouldered from labor assignments, who treated physical contact casually even as Min-jun felt it profoundly. He felt an unfamiliar warmth that had nothing to do with the occasional coal heat.

That summer, the drought came. The Yangtze flowed weak and the fields stretched parched and yellow. The Great Leader appeared on television, rallying the people with promises that science and revolutionary spirit would overcome the natural disaster. The loudspeakers promised an imminent victory in the war against scarcity even as the rations dwindled further. Their family began what his mother called "stretching"—the incorporation of tree bark into gruel, of dandelion greens into watery soup. The entire village moved slower, bodies conserving precious calories, conversation sparse and breathy.

His own body underwent confusing changes during that difficult year. He grew taller, but his joints protruded with frightening fragility. His voice cracked, sometimes producing deep sounds that surprised himself. His chest developed a sensitivity he couldn't explain, responding to both accidental brushes against others and to his own consciousness of touch. He became intensely aware of his body not as a vessel for revolutionary labor, as the state taught, but as a vulnerable organism craving something he couldn't name.

Awareness first bloomed during communal bathing day. Once weekly, the coal boiler was fired at the bathhouse to provide hot water. This was considered a kindness, a demonstration of the state's care for the hygiene of its citizens. Min-jun loathed bath day. The workers bathed together, men stripped of status markers like clothing and reduced to flesh in varying states of nutrition and health. His father, while muscular from years of construction, had become thin-faced, his ribs visible beneath taut skin. Others bore the potbellies of kwashiorkor or the lesions of vitamin deficiency.

Min-jun tried to keep his eyes down, scrubbing himself quickly with rough soap and hoping for the day to end. But on one particular occasion—his body new with unfamiliar aches and awareness—he saw something that imprinted itself in his mind beyond mere observation. Across the steamy room, against the grey concrete walls and dim lighting, stood Comrade Park's son, a boy a few years older named Nam-il. Nam-il, who helped his father with construction tasks, had developed powerful shoulders and arms that spoke of labor, yet his waist remained narrow and his movements held an unnatural grace.

As Min-jun watched, transfixed by something he couldn't articulate, Nam-il glanced away from the shower spray, his eyes meeting Min-jun's across the steamy room. In that instant, something passed between them—an unspoken recognition of a shared space beyond basic proximity. Where others exchanged only uneasy glances or expressions of public modesty, Nam-il's gaze held a spark of something different: amusement? Tenderness? Understanding? The moment lasted maybe three seconds before someone coughed and the spell broke, but for Min-jun, it altered something permanently.

Later that evening, eating the same meager porridge by the flickering bulb, he found himself replaying that fleeting moment of connection. He felt a heat in his chest unrelated to fever or food. He didn't know to call it desire. He only knew that while some boys looked away quickly in embarrassment at such moments, he had looked and felt something profound—not entirely pleasant, certainly confusing, but deeply important.

From that day forward, Min-jun began observing himself with the same vigilance he reserved for observing others. He noticed how his pulse accelerated when handsome army recruits from Pyongyang conducted drills in their courtyard. He noticed the instinctive need to look longer at male forms clothed or not. He noticed his own burgeoning confusion about the girl in his class whose parents hoped for a match—how he smiled politely but felt nothing in his chest where other boys supposedly felt sparks.

These were secrets he held alone, private and terrifying. He shared nothing with his best friend Joon-ho, whose conversation increasingly centered on escaping their village to become a career soldier. He certainly shared nothing with his parents, who spoke of an arranged marriage for him one day with the same gravity they spoke of his education.

But one evening, while walking home from distributing propaganda leaflets—an assignment older children sometimes received—he found himself trailing behind Nam-il, who moved with purpose through the dimming streets. Impulsively, without calculating consequences, Min-jun altered his path to follow. They passed the abandoned factory where weeds pushed through cracked concrete, turning finally into a narrow alleyway between supply warehouses that Min-jun knew to be largely unused after work hours.

Nam-il paused beside the wall and turned as if expecting someone. For a moment, Min-jun froze, caught in the act of tailing, heart hammering against his ribs. But Nam-il didn't appear angry. Instead, his expression held something akin to amusement and perhaps invitation. Without words, he gestured toward the shadows beyond the last alley light, where they could speak without being overheard.

Min-jun followed, each step exhilarating and terrifying beyond reason. He had never directly disobeyed state directives like this. The evening stretched dark and beautiful around them as they stood in the warehouse's shadow, their words soft and deliberate.

"Why are you following me?" Nam-il asked directly. He wasn't unkind.

"No reason," Min-jun lied, his voice cracking. "I'm not."

Nam-il smiled, his teeth white in the darkness. "I saw you looking at me in the baths yesterday."

Every rational instinct screamed denial. Even thinking about such acts qualified as impurity. Instead, he found himself nodding once, almost imperceptibly.

Again, the look that passed between them—understanding born from dangerous knowledge. "You're fifteen now, aren't you?" Nam-il continued, his voice quiet yet serious. "I was fifteen when I stopped pretending to myself."

Min-jun's hands clenched at his sides. "Pretending what?"

But there was no need to answer. Instead, Nam-il reached out—just a slight touch, fingers brushing Min-jun's arm. The contact was electric, a literal jolt that sent heat coursing through Min-jun's body. He flinched instinctively not from disgust, but from overwhelming sensation—the recognition that this kind of touch was not accidental but intentional, charged with meaning.

"Remember the Yangsun boy last year?" Nam-il asked quietly, referring to a classmate who had been taken away during self-criticism sessions.

Min-jun nodded, remembering the boy's terrified face as security guards led him away for political deviation no one had understood. The official story claimed his family had connections to spies. The whispered version in hallways suggested something else—that the school principal had discovered things considered more than just improper with another boy. They had never seen him again.

Nam-il looked meaningfully toward the distant outline of the broadcast antenna that monitored their village. "Every choice has its shadow," he said, though Min-jun would later remember it more poetically: he'd said they cannot delete the moon just because they wish for daylight.

"Still," Nam-il added after more silence, withdrawing his hand as if it had never been there. "Better to live real than die well."

Min-jun didn't entirely understand his meaning, but the warning embedded itself into his consciousness as thoroughly as the brush of Nam-il's fingers against his arm. Dangerous not just because they were alone in dark alley without permission—dangerous because within himself existed a contradiction to everything the Dear Leader and his father and his nation taught about proper bodies and righteous living. Dangerous because someone else had recognized it too.

Their brief conversation became a secret within a secret, knowledge that altered Min-jun's perception of himself. He started noticing how many others inhabited shadows beyond the official light—the irregular couplings between men during long labor projects, the lingering gazes exchanged between boys during propaganda sessions, the delicate dance of feigned indifference that barely masked truth. Each evening, he practiced normalcy harder, but felt himself growing more distinct from its obligations.

His future stretched before him like an assigned uniform he could never properly fit: construction work like his father, marriage to an appropriate girl, parenthood, obedient life spent measuring service against dwindling resources. But when he looked toward eastern hills where true dawn would soon break, there existed part of him imagining another horizon entirely—a sunrise over mountains yet unviewed, somewhere beyond where loyalty became mandatory.

Years passed. They grew from boys into men under state directives, yet that one year of claiming forbidden identities—known only to each other—stitched something permanent between them. It forged tenderness amidst continual scarcity and sacrifice. Even after labor assignments moved Nam-il miles away, and circumstances kept them apart, Min-jun held that single alleyway conversation within himself: better to live real than die well—words more illuminating than any state-certified truth the Party printed in books. Then, one season, the assignments changed and Nam-il was back, his frame a little broader, his eyes a little wearier, but the quiet spark still there.

For his people of Dongbok-guyok, the concept of choice remained theoretical. The state gave life—the grain allotments to sustain it, the coal to heat minimal comfort, the lyrics to echo devotion morning and night, and futures already drafted by committees in Pyongyang miles away. Nothing remained except obedience.

But at night, when the generator clicked off and moonlight slipped past drawn curtains, Min-jun would lie awake on his mat—a child no longer—and trace shape by shape a remembered territory over each location where something living continued despite borders and ballads alike: a sensation blooming beneath his collarbone that traveled down his abdomen to settle somewhere new, like an organ grown secretly to support defiance.

There existed part of him now insistent on returning to sunrise—the actual breaking of day observed not as ritual but reality, eastern hills painted yellow and purple, so briefly described by parents as places men with telescopes stayed waiting for imperialist planes to cross the horizon to bomb them again.

But for Min-jun, emerging awake each morning while power pulsed faint from antenna's warning seemed less apparatus: low thunder of hidden avalanche approaching... clarity too, like dirt field beyond Dongbok where he watched Sun actually birth itself, measured its whiteness pushing haze up warm.

Then return. For he found that horizon most interesting and fearless and faithful memory. Alone he calculated its timetables against smell of fuel passing through proper lanes where military salutes made dreams all else so at-length came then solved that—the luxury to locate his revival directly because, not only AFTER others told him BEFORE existed.

That, for him, was belonging. So night closed, and he closed it again.

A person cannot change planetary revolution by believing illusions. They cannot fold the sky. But while sleeping on mats in places scheduled fully now day after day realized glass—material hmmm I've broken and can't mend)—Min-jun kept function inside: an interior organ wanting to open at dawn, keep mapping beyond fences and towers and naive steps ahead not done as recognized as fact but as real despite conversation leveled and allegations declared shiftness or crime.

The darkness became his sanctuary and his classroom. In the empire of shadows cast by the single lightbulb's sudden demise, Min-jun learned the true geography of his world. He taught himself to read the intangible signs—the slight softening in Nam-il's eyes when no one else was looking, the minute elongation of his glance that went beyond friendship and into a territory for which their language had no name. Their exchanges grew more frequent, though never easy. They were treasures smuggled through checkpoints of daily life, conversations of five words exchanged while waiting for water, a shared look across the village square during a mandatory festival, a brief, almost accidental brushing of hands while loading bricks for a construction project.

Each tiny act was a rejection of the state's false reality, a quiet declaration that a real, vital self existed beneath the required performance. They learned the signs not because they were taught, but because their survival, and their nascent love, depended on them. But the comfort in knowing another soul saw him as he truly was: becoming a new kind of danger. With recognition came the devastating weight of having something to lose. Before, he had only his own secret to protect. Now, he protected a shared one, a fragile truth that would shatter them both.

He found his own signposts in the borderlands, in the whispers of defectors who had made it across the Yalu, bringing stories not of capitalist debauchery, but of the simple, profound liberty of walking into a market and buying what you wanted, of whispering a love poem to a man without fear of a labor camp. These stories entered Dongbok-guyok like forbidden pollen, settling in the dormant soil of his heart.

And so he waited for the sunrise. He had always waited for it, but before, it had been the markers of daily struggle—the signal to rise, to march, to perform obedience. Now, as a young man standing on the cusp of everything he had ever feared and desired, he waited for it as a promise. Each dawn, when he snuck to the eastern edge of their allotment and watched the grey, smoke-choked sky bleed into color, he was no longer just a boy from a village of pride. He was a point of light on a map, waiting to move. The world Dongbok-guyok was a prison of scheduled fear. The world beyond the eastern hills, a vast and terrifying question mark. For the first time, it was a question he knew, with a certainty that chilled and thrilled him, that he was destined to answer. The sun would rise, and he would be watching, no longer as a subject of a state, but as a man reaching for his own dawn.
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The Clay Between Fingers
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The sunrise that Min-jun had once measured as a child—his private act of defiance against the state-imposed dawn—had now become his truth. He stood at the edge of the Eastern Hill allotment, the place where the village's crude sanitation system trailed off into wild, untended fields, and watched the sky bruise from indigo to a dull, angry grey. Even here, on the farthest edge of his world, the light couldn't break clean. It fought through a permanent haze of coal smoke and dust, its glory sullied before it ever touched the ground. He was twenty-two now, and the soft curiosity of his youth had hardened into something brittle and sharp. The men he saw were no longer subjects of abstract longing; they were painful reminders of a life closed to him. He had learned the art of the dead glance, of turning his head just enough to appear as if he were looking at something, anyone, but never lingering. He had learned to make his body a tool of the state, as all men must, but inside, he was a cartographer of forbidden territories, mapping the lines of collarbones and the slopes of shoulders with an artist's precision he could never reveal.

The alleys and whispers of his teenage years with Nam-il had faded. Nam-il, back from his labor assignment, was different. He was still there, his presence a constant, low hum in the background of Min-jun's life, but the space between them had changed. The return of his frame, broader now from harder work, did not close the gap Min-jun had traveled inside his own mind. Years of solitary vigilance had built walls around him, walls of necessity that even Nam-il's quiet spark could not easily breach. Their exchanges were just as Min-jun had come to understand they must be: a shared look across the market, a slight inclination of the head when they passed, the sort of coded pleasantries that neighbors exchanged. To an outsider, they were nothing. To Min-jun, each one was a flayed nerve, exposed. The touch in the alley, which had once been a revelation, now felt like a debt he could not repay, a memory that living in the present threatened to tarnish. Love, in this world, was not a feeling to be savored. It was a weight to be borne.

His work was the official choreography of his days. He was assigned to the Pottery Collective, a long, low building that always smelled of wet earth and the acrid sting of chemical glaze. It was supposed to be a symbol of the proletariat's artistic soul, turning the raw bounty of the Motherland into objects of cultural pride. For Min-jun, it was simply a place where the loudspeakers were slightly muffled by the clay dust, and where his hands, shaped and hardened by years of labor, could find a brief, repurposed purpose. He was good at it. His hands, though long-fingered, were strong, and he possessed the quiet patience the work demanded. He could center a lump of clay on the wheel with an unthinking ease, his body settling into the repetitive motion, his mind untethering from the reality of his life.

That morning was bitterly cold, a false spring having given way to a final, spiteful winter lash. The communal gas heating in the workshop had sputtered out again, and the men worked with their jackets on, their breath pluming in the frigid air. Min-jun sat at his wheel, a standard Korean kick-powered model that rhythmically thump-thumped like a slowing heart. He was working on a batch of preserving jars—the state demanded efficiency over artistry—and his focus was absolute, the spinning blurring into a smooth, brown vortex under his fingers.

Then, it stopped. The rhythmic thumping of his wheel was joined by another, slower one at the station next to his. A new worker. No one said anything; new assignments were common; people shuffled around the system without explanation or fanfare. It was a place where your neighbor could simply vanish one day and be replaced the next, their existence wiped from the collective memory with a different face. But this sound was different. The thump was deliberate, controlled. Efficient. Not the hesitant stamping of a new recruit, but the measured rhythm of someone who knew exactly what they were doing.

Against his every instinct, Min-jun's eyes flicked sideways.

And the clay on his wheel collapsed.

The form he was shaping, a perfectly symmetrical cylinder, warped and buckled under his suddenly rigid fingers, slumping into a graceless ruin. It didn't matter. He was no longer seeing it. He was seeing the hands on the neighboring wheel.

They were beautiful. It was a word his mind had not been trained to apply to anything other than state-issued beauty like the sunrise over Mount Paektu. But these hands were. They were not the blunt, calloused instruments of most laborers. They were strong, yes, with a grip that seemed to mold the clay to its will, but they were also elegant, with long, tapering fingers and a clean elegance to the movements. He watched as the man shaped a large mixing bowl, his thumbs pressing in to create a deep, sweeping curve while his other hand steadied the outer wall. The clay yielded to him, seeming to know its purpose beneath his touch. There was a strength in his work, but also a fluidity, a grace that was mesmerizing.

The man was oblivious. He wore the same standard-issue grey work jacket as Min-jun, the shoulders damp with melted snow from outside. His dark hair was cut short, practical, and his face, seen in sharp profile, was set in concentration. A line was etched between his brows, his focus absolute. He was not performing for anyone; he was simply working, his entire being absorbed in the task. In a world of grand gestures, this man's quiet competence felt like a secret rebellion.

Min-jun felt a flush crawl up his neck, a heat that had nothing to do with the faulty heater. He ripped his eyes away, forcing them down to the disaster on his own wheel. The ruined clay was a perfect mirror of his state: a muddle of disruptive thoughts and chaotic energy. He took a shuddering breath, the scent of clay and cold air filling his lungs, and tried to center himself. He couldn't. He was intensely, painfully aware of the man beside him, of the scent of damp wool that clung to him, of the quiet rhythm of his breathing, of the calculated potency of his hands.

He wrestled the ruined clay from the wheel, his movements jerky and angry, and slammed it back into the recycling bin with more force than necessary. He grabbed a new portion, his hands shaking slightly as he wedged it, preparing the clay. He had to focus. He had to be the same efficient, emotionless worker he was an hour ago. He slammed the clay onto the wheel's head, the sound loud in the quiet workshop, and began to pedal. He closed his eyes for a moment, trying to find the meditative zone, the place where the work was all there was.

But the thumping next to him was a metronome counting down to his own failure.

"So," a voice said, quiet and low beside him. "You're the one they call 'Steady Hands' Min-jun."

Min-jun's foot slipped. The wheel wobbled. His eyes flew open. The man had stopped working and was looking at him. Not at the mess on his wheel, but at his face. His eyes were not what Min-jun expected. They were not hard or tired. They were dark and direct, assessing him not as a fellow worker or a party member, but simply as a person. And in their depths, there was a flicker of amusement. Not mockery, but a dry, intelligent humor.

Min-jun could only stare, his mouth slightly agape. No one spoke to him like this. Conversation was for show, for public settings. Here, in the numbing rhythm of work, you were supposed to be a machine.

"They say you can make a perfectly uniform drinking cup in under three minutes," the man continued, his head tilted slightly. "I've been trying to break five. It seems my hands are better for shaping than for speed."

The director of the Collective, Comrade Choi, a stout man with perpetually flushed cheeks, strode past. "Jin-sung! Less talking, more shaping! Quotas don't fill themselves with conversation!"

Jin-sung. The name struck Min-jun with the force of a physical blow. He had heard it before; a name attached to anecdotes of artistic skill and quiet insubordination at a ceramics factory near Sinuiju. A 'wavering class' family who had been granted a chance at redemption through labor.

"My apologies, Comrade Director," Jin-sung said smoothly, turning his head back to his wheel with practiced deference. There was no fear in his voice, no anxiety. Only compliance. "I was merely seeking to learn from the master."

The director grunted, seemingly satisfied, and moved on to berate another worker for an uneven rim.

Jin-sung didn't immediately return to his work. He turned back to Min-jun, a slight smile now touching his lips. "Master," he repeated softly, the word rich with gentle irony. "Am I embarrassing you?"

The question was so direct, so unexpected, that it disarmed Min-jun completely. He felt a surge of panic, his mind racing for the correct, safe response. The only thing that came out was a choked whisper. "No."

"Good," Jin-sung said. He gestured with his head towards Min-jun's own wheel. "Because your clay is getting cold. And a bowl like that"—he nodded towards the gracefully expanding form on his own wheel—"deserves a proper companion, not a lopsided drinking cup."

Then he turned away, the conversation over as quickly as it had begun. He focused back on his clay, his fingers resuming their dance, leaving Min-jun to grapple with the storm he had just unleashed in the quiet space between their wheels.

He had been seen. Not as 'Steady Hands' Min-jun, not as a reliable producer of jars, not as a good son of the Party. He had been seen as a man whose hands had shaken, who had been flustered, who was thrown off balance by a few simple words. He forced himself to breathe, to ignore the pounding of his own heart, and to look at his own creation. He followed the instinct in his hands, closing his eyes for a second and letting muscle memory take over. When he opened them, he was shaping a bowl, a companion to Jin-sung's. His hands remembered their purpose, their own quiet grace.

The morning continued in this strange, heightened state. Every sound was magnified. The soft slap of the clay against Jin-sung's hands, the shush of the wire tool cutting the finished piece from the wheel head, the quiet sigh of satisfaction he made when a piece was completed. Min-jun did not look at him again, but he did not need to. He was a satellite, orbiting a new and powerful sun. He could feel his presence, his heat, his pull. He finished his bowl, his movements regaining their confidence, but the newfound rhythm was not his own. It was a response, a call and answer to the silent rhythm next to him.

Lunch came. The loudspeakers crackled, signaling the end of the morning shift. The men gratefully put down their tools, stamping the mud from their boots and retrieving their tins of food from the communal shelves. There was an unassigned hierarchy to the lunch break. The foremen and party loyalists huddled together near the space heater, when it worked. The older men gathered in their own groups, smoking in muted silence. The younger workers scattered to quieter corners.

Min-jun expected Jin-sung to join a group, or perhaps to eat alone, a kind of unspoken penance for his class. But as Min-jun found a relatively clean spot on a wooden crate by the far window, Jin-sung followed. He didn't sit too close—never that close—but he was near enough. Close enough for Min-jun to smell the clean scent of his soap and the faintest aroma of the rice paste he was eating from his tin. It was a shock of domestic intimacy in the utilitarian space.

"You're from Dongbok-guyok, aren't you?" Jin-sung asked, his voice casual. He was staring out the window at the grey sky as he spoke, giving the impression this was a random observation.

Min-jun paused in chewing his tough, dried seaweed. How could he know? But of course, everyone knew everyone's designated sector. "Yes," he mumbled, a knot of tension tightening in his stomach.

"I heard it's a 'village of pride'," Jin-sung said, the tone in his voice suggesting he found the label as absurd as Min-jun did. "Full of model workers and grateful citizens."

"The state provides for us," Min-jun recited automatically, the words tasting like ash in his mouth.

Jin-sung finally turned to look at him, and this time, his gaze was not amused. It was sharp, analytical. "The state exists," he said quietly. "What we have, we get ourselves. Or we don't get it at all."

It was the most dangerously honest thing Min-jun had ever heard spoken aloud. He felt a thrill of pure terror, the kind of primal fear that made him want to get up and walk away, to put as much distance between himself and this man as possible. But he was frozen, pinned by Jin-sung's unwavering stare. He saw in that gaze not defiance, but a weary understanding of a shared truth.

Jin-sung broke the stare first, looking back out at the sky. "Sorry," he said, his voice returning to its casual tone. "I have a habit of speaking too plainly. It got me in trouble in Sinuiju. It seems I haven't learned my lesson."

The danger receded, leaving behind a residue of something Min-jun couldn't name. Curiosity. A grudging respect. Or something deeper. He found himself wanting to ask about Sinuiju, about what kind of trouble. He wanted to know why a man with such hands and such a mind was assigned to a second-rate pottery collective on the edge of Pyongyang. But the words wouldn't come. His tongue was still bound by the rules he had spent his life learning.

Jin-sung finished his rice in silence and stood. "Well," he said, stretching his arms, the fabric of his jacket pulling tight across his shoulders, giving a brief hint of the strength in his frame. "This bowl won't shape itself." He walked away, leaving Min-jun alone with the remnants of his lunch and the overwhelming presence of a question he didn't dare ask.

The afternoon was a blur of focused intensity. The words of their conversation echoed in the quiet space between them, a new kind of rhythm competing with the thumping of the wheels. Min-jun became acutely aware of his own body in a way he hadn't since he was a teenager, aware of the subtle flex of muscle in his forearms as he shaped the clay, of the way his spine straightened under the weight of another person's attention. He worked with a precision he hadn't felt in years, driven by a desire he couldn't name—to be seen as an equal by this man, to prove that his own quiet skill was a form of the same rebellion Jin-sung practiced with his words.

The signal for the end of the day came. A deafening roar of revolutionary music blasted from the speakers. It was time to clean up, to put the tools away, to clock out and return to the separate, lonely realities of their lives. As they scrubbed their hands at the large trough basin, the water grey with clay sediment, Min-jun dared to risk another glance.

Jin-sung was washing his hands, and Min-jun found himself mesmerized all over again. He watched the way the suds ran over his long fingers, the way he methodically cleaned the dirt from beneath his nails, the simple, mundane beauty of the act. It was just hands. Just water. But to Min-jun, it was a glimpse into another world—a world where a man was simply a man, where the act of washing one's hands was not political, not an act of survival, but simply an act.

As if sensing his gaze, Jin-sung looked up. Their eyes met in the reflection in the murky water. Min-jun froze, caught. He expected Jin-sung to look away, or to give that same dry, knowing smile. He did neither. He simply held his gaze, his expression unreadable. Then, slowly, deliberately, he cupped his hands and brought water to his face, splashing it over his cheeks and neck. The water dripped from his jawline, tracing paths through the faint stubble, a single drop clinging to the corner of his mouth before falling away.

It was the most erotic thing Min-jun had ever seen.

It was not intended as such. There was no suggestion in the act. But in its simple, un-self-contained humanity, it was more intimate than a touch, more profound than a kiss. It was the unguarded moment of a man at ease in his own skin, a state of being so foreign to Min-jun that it felt like a vision.

He tore his eyes away, his heart hammering against his ribs, a heat flooding him that was not the burn of shame or the chill of fear, but a slow, deep current of pure, undeniable want. It was a nameless, shameless thing, and for the first time, it did not feel like a defect. It felt like truth.

He fled. He grabbed his thin coat from the hook, his movements clumsy, and walked towards the door without a backwards glance. He did not say goodbye. One did not. But as he stepped out into the freezing dusk, the air sharp and clean against his burning face, he heard Jin-sung's voice behind
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In a country that owns everything,
their only freedom was each other.
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