

    
        
          Baekdu Mountain, The Thousand-Year Saga Vol. 4

        

        
        
          Cha Jaemin

        

        
          Published by Cha Jaemin, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      BAEKDU MOUNTAIN, THE THOUSAND-YEAR SAGA VOL. 4

    

    
      First edition. June 21, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Cha Jaemin.

    

    
    
      Written by Cha Jaemin.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Epilogue

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Prologue


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The Last Banquet of Dae Inseon, the Final Emperor of Balhae

The year 925. The tenth month of the lunar calendar. A night just past the full moon.

Sanggyeong Yongcheonbu, the supreme capital of Balhae. The imperial palace.

The moon hung in the sky. A moon one day past full. A moon in which one edge had begun to fall away from the perfect circle. Its light had settled on the roof tiles of the palace. The tiles were black. Balhae tiles. Inherited from Goguryeo. When Dae Joyeong led the displaced people to Dongmo Mountain and founded a nation after Goguryeo's fall, tile artisans had come with him. That had been 228 years ago. For 228 years, tiles had been fired in the same way. The same clay. The same fire. The same molds. The only thing that changed was the moonlight that settled upon them. Moonlight appears the same each time, but in truth each moon is different. The moon of October 925 was the last autumn moon to rise over Balhae. By next autumn, Balhae would no longer exist. Did the moon know? Did the tiles know?

The main gate of the imperial palace. Jujakmun. Red pillars stood on either side. In places the red lacquer on the pillars had begun to peel. Near the bottom. Where rainwater splashed. As Balhae's power declined, repairs had fallen behind. Under Dae Inseon's father, Dae Wihae, peeling lacquer on a pillar would have been repainted immediately. Under Dae Inseon, it was delayed. The peeling had been left untouched for three months. Three months. This number would appear again. Three months from the banquet to the fall.

Beyond Jujakmun lay a wide courtyard. The court of morning audiences. A courtyard where officials stood in rows and paid their respects to the emperor. On this night, it was empty. Moonlight had settled on the stone floor. The stones shone white. As though snow had fallen. But it was not snow. It was light. The light before a fall is sometimes as white as snow.

Past the courtyard stood the great hall. Seoninjeon. The central hall of the Balhae imperial palace. A banquet was being held there.

The interior of the hall was filled with candlelight. Hundreds of candles. Beeswax tapers set in brass holders. Each flame trembled like a small life. There was no wind, yet they trembled. Candles tremble even without wind. They tremble from their own heat. They burn and tremble of their own accord. So it was with the banquet. Before any wind arrived from outside, it was already trembling from within.

The hall measured fifteen bays across and five bays deep. A hallmark of Balhae architecture. It had inherited the building traditions of Goguryeo while absorbing the influence of Tang China. The pillars were thick. The roof was high. The eaves were long. Wind chimes hung from the tips of the eaves. When the wind blew, they made a sound. On this night, too, the wind was blowing. A wind from the west. The west. The direction of the Khitan. The chimes sounded. A clear sound. A sound of warning. But inside the hall, the music drowned out the chimes.

Dae Inseon sat on the dragon throne.

The last emperor of Balhae. The fifteenth king. His exact age in this year is not known. Records are insufficient. Most records of Balhae have been lost. The Khitan burned or took them when they came. Neither Dae Inseon's face, nor his build, nor his temperament survives in any record. What remains is only his name. Dae Inseon. And the title last emperor. That is nearly all.

But one can imagine. What history failed to record, narrative can fill.

Dae Inseon's face. He would have been in his early or mid-forties. The royal house of Balhae bore the surname Dae. Descendants of Dae Joyeong. The blood of Goguryeo's displaced people. A broad forehead. Deep-set eyes. A short beard. This is speculation. But one thing is not speculation. There would have been fatigue in his eyes. Balhae's power was declining. There had been internal rebellions. There was external pressure. He sat on the emperor's throne, but the emperor's authority was no longer what it once had been. No one in such circumstances is free of fatigue. Fatigue shows first in the eyes.

A cup was in Dae Inseon's hand. Wild-ginseng wine. A clear liquor. The cup was gold. The color of gold and the transparency of the wine overlapped to the eye. A beautiful combination. Beauty and ruin are often held in the same vessel.

Dae Inseon raised the cup to his lips. He took a sip. The wine traveled down his throat. It was warm. The fragrance of wild ginseng spread through his mouth. This ginseng had been gathered from the foothills of Baekdu Mountain. Balhae's wild ginseng. One thousand one hundred thirty-five years later, wine made with ginseng from the same mountain's foothills would enter the mouths of three men at a hanjeongsik restaurant in Seoul. Lee Jae-kyeong, Yun Seok-ho, and Choi Yeong-min. The three members of the thirty-eight-year mountaineering club. The roots of the same mountain would be in their cups as well. For a thousand years, the mountain had put down the same roots. What changed was not the roots but the people who drank. Dae Inseon drank, and Lee Jae-kyeong would drink. One lost a nation, and one would lose a company.

Officials were seated in their places. Left Chancellor. Right Chancellor. Chief Minister. Generals. Civil and military officials. The court of Balhae was arrayed inside the hall. The seats were assigned. Assigned for 228 years. Who sat on the left, who on the right, who in front, who behind. Everything was fixed. Being fixed meant order, and it also meant rigidity. When order becomes rigidity, a nation tips.

Left Chancellor Go Jin-deok sat to Dae Inseon's left. The Left Chancellor of Balhae was a position equivalent to the Grand Councillor of Tang China. Go Jin-deok came from the Go clan. Descendants of Goguryeo royalty. The second house of Balhae after the Dae. Go Jin-deok's face was set. Because he knew the news from the west. Frontier reports had passed through his hands before reaching the emperor. He knew. The Khitan were coming.

Go Jin-deok whispered to the man beside him. To Right Chancellor Dae Sun-chan.

Have you heard the news from the west?

Dae Sun-chan nodded. A barely perceptible nod. Broad gestures were inappropriate at a banquet. Dae Sun-chan was of the Dae royal house. A distant relative of Dae Inseon.

I have heard.

We must inform His Majesty.

Dae Sun-chan looked at Dae Inseon. Dae Inseon was drinking wine. Listening to music. He appeared at ease. Delivering unwelcome words to an emperor who appeared at ease was both the duty and the peril of a minister.

I will inform him after the banquet.

Go Jin-deok bit his lip. After the banquet. He could not judge whether those words were right or wrong. Whether to speak now or after the banquet. Either way, the fact that the Khitan were coming did not change.

Food had been laid out. Venison. Bear meat. Trout. Pheasant. Balhae's cuisine came from the mountains. From the mountains along the foothills of Baekdu. From the waters of the Amnok and Tumen Rivers. The deer had been taken from the forests east of Changbai Mountain. The bear from the upper Amnok River. The trout from a tributary of the Tumen. The pheasant from the Mudan River plains. Balhae's cuisine was as vast as Balhae's territory. This vast territory would vanish in three months.

The mountain that had offered the food. Baekdu Mountain. No one knew that this mountain would move again a thousand years hence. A mountain was a thing that gave sustenance and also a thing that swallowed everything. Dae Inseon was eating the food the mountain gave. One thousand one hundred thirty-five years later, Lee Jae-kyeong would drink wild-ginseng wine given by the same mountain. Both only received from the mountain. Neither asked what the mountain held within.

Music was being played. Three geomungos. Two piris. One drum. One haegeum. Seven musicians sat in the eastern corner of the hall and played. Balhae's music had been inherited from Goguryeo. The melody was slow. Between the slow passages, fast passages intruded. The alternation of slow and fast was a characteristic of Balhae music. Slowness was peace. Swiftness was war. Even within the music, war was present.

The fingers of the geomungo player were moving. His left hand pressed the strings, and his right hand plucked with the bamboo stick. The strings resonated. The resonance filled the hall. It struck the walls and returned. It struck the pillars and returned. It struck the ceiling and returned. Sound was filling the hall.

Dae Inseon was listening to the music. His eyes were half closed. The music was fine. When the music was fine, the world seemed fine. The music screened out what was bad. The news from the west. The frontier reports. The movements of the Khitan. The music drew a beautiful curtain over all of it.

This was the danger of music. Beauty obscuring truth. This was the danger of a banquet. Splendor obscuring crisis.

From outside the hall came the sound of footsteps. Hurried footsteps. The sound of military boots. Striking the stone floor. Drowned by the music inside, most people did not hear them. But Go Jin-deok heard. The Left Chancellor's ears had to be sharper than the emperor's. Because they were the ears that guarded the nation.

Go Jin-deok rose from his seat. Quietly. He signaled with his eyes to the man beside him and went out through a small door at the rear of the hall.

Outside the hall. The moonlight was bright. A single soldier was kneeling. He wore armor. Dust clung to the armor. He had clearly ridden hard from a distant place. His horse was tethered behind him. The horse's flanks were wet with sweat.

Go Jin-deok spoke.

What has happened?

The soldier raised his head. A young face. In his twenties. A garrison soldier from the western frontier.

Your Excellency, Left Chancellor. An urgent dispatch from Buyeobu.

Speak.

Khitan cavalry have advanced to within fifty li west of Buyeobu. They are scouts. The main force has not yet been sighted, but the number of cavalry has tripled compared to before.

Go Jin-deok's face hardened. Scouts tripled. An increase in scout cavalry meant intelligence was being gathered before the main force moved. It meant the main force was preparing to move.

What is the fortress commander of Buyeobu doing?

He has ordered the walls repaired and provisions stockpiled. And he has instructed that this dispatch be sent to the imperial palace.

The soldier drew a folded dispatch from inside his breastplate. Folded paper. It was sealed. The official seal of the Buyeobu fortress commander.

Go Jin-deok took the dispatch. He did not break the seal. It had to be presented to the emperor first. But the contents could be guessed. Defenses must be strengthened. Troops must be sent. The Khitan are coming.

What is your name?

Park Jin-dal, Your Excellency.

Go Jin-deok looked at Park Jin-dal. A young soldier. A soldier who had ridden for four days. A soldier who had changed horses three times. A person delivering a warning. They existed a thousand years ago and would exist a thousand years hence. The names changed, but the role repeated. The person who alerts to danger. The person who comes running with an urgent dispatch. The person who waits before those who must hear.

Park Jin-dal. How long did it take you to get here from Buyeobu?

Four days. I changed horses three times.

Four days. From Buyeobu to Sanggyeong Yongcheonbu, four days. The Khitan cavalry would be faster than that. Khitan horses were faster than Balhae horses. They were steppe horses.

Rest. I will summon you again tomorrow morning.

Park Jin-dal bowed his head and withdrew. Go Jin-deok stood holding the dispatch. In the moonlight. From inside the hall, the sound of music drifted out. The slow melody of the geomungo. The high pitch of the piri. The low reverberation of the drum.

Go Jin-deok looked up at the hall. Wind chimes hung from the tips of the eaves. The wind blew. A western wind. The chimes rang. A clear sound. Go Jin-deok knew that this sound had been made by a wind blowing from the direction the Khitan were coming.

The dispatch had to be presented to the emperor. But a banquet was under way. If an urgent dispatch was presented during a banquet, the banquet would be broken. If the banquet broke, the officials would be unsettled. If they were unsettled, rumors would spread. If rumors spread, the people would become anxious.

And so Go Jin-deok placed the dispatch inside his sleeve. He decided to present it after the banquet.

Whether this judgment was right or wrong, history answered. Three months later, Balhae fell.

Go Jin-deok returned inside the hall. He took his seat. As though nothing had happened. The Left Chancellor's face must not change. If it changed, it would be read. If it was read, questions would be asked. If questions were asked, they would have to be answered. If answered, the banquet would break.

Go Jin-deok raised his wine cup. He drank. The wine tasted bitter. The same wild-ginseng wine. An hour ago it had been sweet. Now it was bitter. Before and after reading the dispatch, the same wine tasted different. It was not the wine that had changed but the man who drank it. To one who knows the truth, what is sweet tastes bitter.

Dae Inseon looked at Go Jin-deok.

Left Chancellor. Where did you go?

Go Jin-deok lowered his head.

I stepped out for some air, Your Majesty.

Was the wind not cold?

It was not cold.

Dae Inseon nodded. He did not ask further. That the emperor did not ask further may have been because he did not wish to know, or because he was genuinely uninterested. There is no record, so it cannot be known.

The banquet continued.

Dancers entered. Six of them. Red robes. Long sleeves. Balhae dance. Inherited from Goguryeo. They whirled the long sleeves and drew circles. The sleeves glittered in the candlelight. Red silk unfurled in the air and folded back again. It was beautiful.

Dae Inseon watched the dance. The red sleeves bloomed and fell in the air like flowers. Blooming and falling. The fate of flowers. The fate of a nation. The fate of a banquet. All things bloom and fall. Did Dae Inseon know this?

The dance ended. The dancers withdrew. The red robes disappeared beyond the hall. The red vanished, and the interior of the hall returned to the yellow of candlelight. Yellow light. Faded light. Light that was ending.

Dae Inseon rose from his seat. When the emperor stood, the officials stood. That was the protocol. But Dae Inseon raised a hand and bade them sit.

I am going to look at the moon. Remain where you are.

Dae Inseon went out through the rear door of the hall. The door that led to the rear garden. Two guard officers followed. Dae Inseon shook his head.

I wish to be alone.

The officers stopped at the door. Dae Inseon went out into the rear garden alone.

The rear garden was a small courtyard. There was a single pond. The moon was reflected in the pond. There were two moons. One in the sky and one in the water. The moon in the sky was waning. The moon in the water was waning too. The same moon. The same waning. One was real and one was a reflection. But from the water's surface, one could not tell which was real. Reality and reflection. Truth and illusion.

Dae Inseon stood at the edge of the pond. The last emperor of Balhae. Under the moonlight. Alone.

What Dae Inseon thought at this moment is not in the record. But one can imagine. Narrative can fill the empty places of history.

Dae Inseon would have been weary. An emperor's weariness is different from an ordinary person's. An ordinary person's body is weary. An emperor's judgment is weary. Every day, decisions must be made. Every day, judgments must be rendered. The right judgment must be reached. But what constituted the right judgment was growing ever more unclear. Should he resist the Khitan? Should he seek a peace accord? Should he send troops? Should he raise the walls higher? Dae Inseon could not know which was right.

When one does not know, a person does one of two things. Act, or stop. Dae Inseon stopped. Whether stopping was prudence or negligence, the outcome would say. Three months later, the outcome arrived. Balhae fell.

The moon in the pond trembled on the water's surface. The wind was stirring the surface. A western wind. The moon was trembling. A trembling moon. A trembling nation.

Dae Inseon was looking at the moon on the water. Looking down from above. But he could not see what lay beneath the water. The bottom of the pond. From above, the moon is beautiful. From the bottom, one sees mud. One thousand one hundred thirty-five years later, a man named Kim Do-hoon would be measuring a crack at the bottom of a building. What could not be seen from above. What could only be seen from the bottom. Dae Inseon looked only from above. Lee Jae-kyeong, too, would look only from above. From above, the world was beautiful. From the bottom, the cracks were visible.

The autumn leaves had turned on the trees of the rear garden. In the moonlight, the colors of the leaves could not be seen. Under moonlight, all colors become gray. Red leaves, yellow leaves, green leaves all became the same color under the moon. The same color. Indistinguishable color. Just as autumn foliage at its peak could not be distinguished in the moonlight, a cartel at its zenith could not be distinguished from the outside. Only those inside knew. That the colors were different. That there were cracks. That the end was coming.

Dae Inseon returned to the hall.

Inside the hall, the banquet was deepening. The voices of the officials had grown louder. Wine had made the rounds. Officials who at first had drunk quietly had begun pressing cups upon one another. Laughter filled the hall. The louder the laughter, the less the wind outside could be heard. The chimes could not be heard. The western wind could not be heard.

The banquet was winding down. The candles had grown short. Melted wax had pooled at the base of the holders. Some candles had gone out. Smoke rose from the places where candles had died. Thin smoke. Smoke that rose and then vanished. When a candle goes out, smoke lingers briefly. Smoke is the trace of a candle. When a nation falls, memory lingers briefly. Memory is the trace of a nation. The memory of Balhae lingered, thin as smoke, for a thousand years.

Among the officials, some had fallen asleep. Some had dropped their heads, drunk. Others had left their seats. Of the seven musicians, three had stopped playing. One geomungo, one piri, and the drum had fallen silent. The remaining four continued to play softly. The music was growing quieter. The banquet was growing smaller.

Dae Inseon was still seated. His cup was empty. He held it without setting it down. Holding an empty cup. Unable to set it down though it was empty. Unable to end it though it was already over.

Go Jin-deok was watching Dae Inseon. The dispatch was inside his sleeve. He could feel its weight. The weight of a single sheet of paper. Paper is light. But the weight of what was written on that paper was heavier than all of Balhae. The Khitan are coming. That single sentence was heavier than Balhae's 228 years.

Go Jin-deok stood. He approached Dae Inseon.

Your Majesty.

Dae Inseon raised his head. The empty cup still in his hand.

There is something I must report.

Do it tomorrow. Today is a day of celebration.

Dae Inseon spoke. A gentle voice. A weary voice. Today is a day of celebration. This single phrase may have sealed Balhae's fate. Today is a day of celebration, so let it wait until tomorrow. Tomorrow there will be other business, so let it wait until the day after. The day after there will be still other business, so let it wait until next week. Postponed in this way, three months passed. Three months later, the Khitan came.

Go Jin-deok bowed his head.

As you wish, Your Majesty.

Go Jin-deok returned to his seat. The dispatch inside his sleeve seemed to have grown heavier. The weight was the same. A single sheet of paper. But a postponed dispatch is heavier than a delivered one. Because time adds weight.

The banquet ended. The officials withdrew. The musicians withdrew. The food was cleared. The candles were put out. The hall grew dark.

Dae Inseon was the last to leave the hall. The moon had tilted toward the west. A tilting moon. A tilting nation. Dae Inseon walked toward his sleeping quarters. Behind him, two guard officers followed. Their footsteps echoed on the stone floor. Three sets of footsteps. Regular footsteps. It would not be much longer before these footsteps ceased to echo in this palace. Three months.

Dae Inseon fell asleep.

Go Jin-deok could not sleep. He took out the dispatch and read it beneath the candlelight. The handwriting of the Buyeobu fortress commander. Khitan cavalry increasing. Signs of main-force movement. Request to strengthen defenses. Request for reinforcements. Go Jin-deok read the dispatch three times. Three readings, and the contents were the same. The Khitan are coming.

Go Jin-deok folded the dispatch. He would present it tomorrow morning. Tomorrow morning.

But tomorrow morning, Dae Inseon had other business. A hunt. He decided to present it after the hunt. After the hunt, Dae Inseon was tired. Being tired, the report would be presented tomorrow. Tomorrow there was yet more business. In this way, the dispatch was postponed. Postponed, and postponed, and postponed again.

While the dispatch was postponed, the Khitan were not postponed. The Khitan were coming. A little more each day. Without fail.

This is the story of autumn 925. Balhae's last autumn.

One thousand one hundred thirty-five years later.

May 4, 2060. Monday. Nine a.m.

Teheran-ro, Seoul. The twenty-seventh floor of the Taesung Construction headquarters building.

Lee Jae-kyeong sat in the chairman's office. Sixty-two years old. Glasses in his left hand. Tablet in his right. Through the window, the Teheran-ro morning was visible. Commuter traffic. Buses. People crossing at a crosswalk. From the twenty-seventh floor, people looked small. For thirty years, Lee Jae-kyeong had looked down on people from this height.

Numbers glowed on the tablet screen. Block A-7 status update. External structural safety assessment firm deployed. Hanseong Structural Safety. Work commenced mid-March. Results expected in several months. Below that, more numbers. Anti-Corruption and Civil Rights Commission investigation in progress. Demand for submission of twenty years of Taesung Construction quality data. Legal team responding.

Lee Jae-kyeong looked at the numbers. The numbers were not good. As recently as two months ago, the numbers had been good. Block A-7 collections complete. Revenue up. Operating profit increasing. Those numbers had been achievements for Lee Jae-kyeong. But after USGS issued the Baekdu Mountain alert on March 3, the world had changed. News had poured out. Yun Jeong-ho of the Hanmi Shinmun had published his fourth article. An article connecting the USGS alert with Block A-7. An article on how vulnerable non-compliant concrete was to seismic activity. An article quoting Kang Min-ho. That article had driven down Block A-7 prices once again.

As Dae Inseon had his cup, Lee Jae-kyeong had his tablet. As wild-ginseng wine was held in Dae Inseon's gold cup, numbers were held in Lee Jae-kyeong's tablet. Dae Inseon raised the cup and drank wine. Lee Jae-kyeong raised the tablet and drank numbers. Both were acts of drinking. Both were acts of intoxication. Drunk on wine, one forgets reality. Drunk on numbers, one distorts it.

Chief Secretary Han Dong-gyu knocked on the door.

Chairman. I have the weekly report.

Come in.

Han Dong-gyu entered. Fifty-five years old. Twenty-seven years at Taesung Construction. He was like Lee Jae-kyeong's shadow. When Lee Jae-kyeong went left, he went left; when right, right. Han Dong-gyu knew the duty of a shadow. Not to question the direction.

As Go Jin-deok had been Dae Inseon's Left Chancellor, Han Dong-gyu was Lee Jae-kyeong's chief secretary. Go Jin-deok had known the news from the west. Han Dong-gyu knew the news from the Commission. Go Jin-deok had placed a dispatch inside his sleeve. Han Dong-gyu placed documents inside a binder. The same role. The same weight. A thousand-year mirror.

The Commission has made an additional request.

Lee Jae-kyeong's eyes shifted from the tablet to Han Dong-gyu.

What do they want?

An employee named Seo Ji-yeon has filed a public-interest disclosure. An attorney named Jeong Min-su acted as her representative. She submitted twenty years of mix-design data accessed through a Quality Control Team account as the basis for the filing.

Lee Jae-kyeong's finger stopped above the tablet. 0.3 seconds. Seo Ji-yeon. Quality Control Team. Twenty years of mix-design data. It took 0.3 seconds for these three terms to connect as one inside Lee Jae-kyeong's mind. It had come from inside. The articles were not the problem. Articles came from outside. What came from outside could be blocked. What came from inside was harder to block.

Is that employee still with the company?

Yes. She is doing legacy-document digitization in the Quality Control Team. In the basement-level archives.

Lee Jae-kyeong swiveled his chair. He looked out the window. Teheran-ro traffic was flowing. Flowing was good. When things stopped, problems arose.

In 925, Dae Inseon had heard the news from the west and did not stop the banquet. Today is a day of celebration. In 2060, Lee Jae-kyeong heard the news of the disclosure filing and did not rise from his chair. As Dae Inseon had underestimated the Khitan, Lee Jae-kyeong underestimated Seo Ji-yeon. To Dae Inseon, the Khitan were a matter of the distant west. To Lee Jae-kyeong, Seo Ji-yeon was a matter of the basement.

Contact the legal team. Tell them to organize the materials. Hand over only what has to be handed over; hold back the rest. And review personnel action on that employee.

Yes, sir.

Han Dong-gyu left. Carrying the document binder. Just as Go Jin-deok had placed the dispatch inside his sleeve and returned to the hall, Han Dong-gyu carried the documents back to the secretariat. The messenger had delivered the message. But if the recipient did not read it, the message was the same as undelivered.

Lee Jae-kyeong picked up the tablet again. He looked at the numbers. The numbers were not what they used to be. Block A-7 market prices had fallen 15 percent since January. Further decline was in progress following the USGS alert. Three families had moved away. Vacant storefronts in the commercial strip were increasing. The numbers were beginning to collapse. The numbers Lee Jae-kyeong had built up over thirty years.

But Lee Jae-kyeong still believed. That numbers could be raised again. That prices would recover. That articles would be forgotten. That a whistleblower could be handled. Because that was how it had been for thirty years. When problems arose, they were resolved. There had never been a problem that could not be resolved.

Lee Jae-kyeong did not know. That this time, it could not be resolved. That what was coming this time was not a single article but the union of the Cassandras. That it was not seven people but six nations looking in the same direction. And that the mountain was coming.

The same hour. Not the same city but a different one.

Not Seoul but Pyeongju. Not the Taesung Construction headquarters but the Block A-7 underground parking garage.

Kim Do-hoon stood before a pillar. Crack gauge in his left hand. Notebook in his right. Before his eyes, a crack.

0.78 millimeters.

The number Lee Jae-kyeong was looking at was a 15 percent drop in market price. The number Kim Do-hoon was looking at was 0.78 millimeters. Different worlds inside the same building. From the twenty-seventh floor, the world looked small and safe. From the basement, the crack looked large and dangerous.

Kim Do-hoon folded his crack gauge. He touched the pillar with his hand. The surface of the concrete. Cold and rough. This pillar was holding up this building. Thirty thousand people lived in this building. This pillar had a crack. From 0.75 millimeters to 0.78. Between March and May, it had gained 0.03 millimeters. A crack Kim Do-hoon had been tracking for eleven months. With a crack gauge that cost 120,000 won. Paid out of his own pocket. Every Monday. An office-bound employee who came to the site during his lunch break. Being careful.

Kim Do-hoon wrote in his notebook. Date. Location. Measurement. May 4, 2060. Building 9, Pillar B-27. 0.78 millimeters. Distance remaining to 1.0 millimeters: 0.22. Average monthly rate of increase: 0.03 to 0.05 millimeters. Four to seven months. Between this autumn and winter. When 1.0 millimeters was reached, a precision safety assessment would be mandatory. Hanseong Structural Safety was conducting its assessment, but results would take several months. During those months, the crack would not wait.

Just as Park Jin-dal of the year 925 had ridden four days from Buyeobu to the capital to deliver a dispatch, Kim Do-hoon of 2060 had been standing before the same pillar for eleven months, measuring the same crack with the same crack gauge. Park Jin-dal's dispatch had gone inside a sleeve and waited until the banquet ended. Kim Do-hoon's notebook had been plotted as data points on Kang Min-ho's wall. In fountain pen. Rising points. From 0.4 to 0.78.

When the messenger waits, the message waits too. But danger does not wait. The Khitan did not wait. The crack did not wait. Both were coming. The Khitan were coming from the west, and the crack was growing from below.

And there was one more thing that neither of these two men knew. The mountain. Baekdu Mountain. Dae Inseon of 925 did not know that Baekdu Mountain would erupt twenty-one years later. Lee Jae-kyeong of 2060 did not know that Baekdu Mountain would erupt two years later. Kim Do-hoon did not know either. Lee Hye-jin knew. Kang Min-ho knew. Andrei Volkov had sent an email six months ago with a finding. Similar to the 2004 Klyuchevskaya case. That one erupted six months later. The six months had not yet passed. The shelf life of the word yet was shrinking.

Three numbers were layered on the same ground.

Market-price decline: 15 percent. Lee Jae-kyeong's number. A number of money.

0.78 millimeters. Kim Do-hoon's number. A number of cracks.

Asymmetric difference: 4.4. The number of Lee Hye-jin and Kang Min-ho. A number of the mountain.

Three numbers on the same ground. Under the same sky. But each person saw only their own number. Lee Jae-kyeong saw only money. Kim Do-hoon saw only the crack. Lee Hye-jin saw only the mountain. The day would come when the three numbers merged into one. At 3:17 a.m. on September 22, 2062. Then the three numbers would meet. Money, crack, and mountain would meet in the same instant.

But that was still two years and four months away.

Now it was May 2060. Spring was passing. Spring in Pyeongju. Cherry blossoms were falling and fresh green was rising. It was the season when spring turned to summer. It was not only the season that was changing.

Lee Jae-kyeong's cartel was passing its zenith. A zenith is the highest point. The highest point is the place from which one can see the farthest. But from the highest point, one cannot see what is nearest. The ground beneath one's feet. The cracks. Dae Inseon, too, had seen the farthest from the dragon throne but could not see the cracks beneath his feet. Lee Jae-kyeong, too, saw the farthest from the twenty-seventh floor but could not see the cracks underground.

What cannot be seen from the zenith is what brings the zenith down. This is the paradox of the zenith.

Balhae in 925 and Taesung Construction in 2060. A mirror of 1,135 years.

Dae Inseon held an empty cup. Lee Jae-kyeong held a tablet. One held a gold cup, the other a tablet. One drank wine, the other drank numbers. One did not stop the banquet, the other did not stop the cartel.

Inside Go Jin-deok's sleeve was a dispatch. Inside Han Dong-gyu's binder was a report. Park Jin-dal had ridden for four days. Kim Do-hoon had measured for eleven months. The dispatch was postponed. The crack was not postponed.

The messenger waited. The message waited.

The Khitan did not wait. The crack did not wait. The mountain did not wait.

Three things were coming. They had been coming a thousand years ago, and they were coming a thousand years later. Things that could not be stopped were coming.

When the banquet ends, darkness comes. When Balhae's banquet ended, the Khitan came.

When the cartel's banquet ends, what will come?

The mountain comes.
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The Zenith of the Cartel
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May 11, 2060. Monday. Nine a.m.

Gangnam-gu, Teheran-ro, Seoul. The Taesung Construction headquarters building. Twenty-seventh floor. The chairman's office.

Lee Jae-kyeong was looking out the window. Sixty-two years old. Chairman of Taesung Construction. Largest shareholder with a 38 percent stake. This year marked his twentieth as chairman. White had crept into his hair, but he did not dye it. Dyeing would be hiding. Lee Jae-kyeong disliked hiding things. On the surface, at least. He was skilled at hiding things internally. Hiding numbers, hiding records, hiding ratios had been twenty years' work.

What was visible from the twenty-seventh floor was Seoul. The forest of buildings along Teheran-ro. Structures made of glass and concrete. The May morning sun was reflecting off the glass facades. Every building caught the light and shone. Three of those buildings had been built by Taesung Construction. This building, too, had been built by Taesung. He was looking down at the city he had built from a building he had built. From a high place, everything looked small. People looked small, cars looked small, and problems looked small.

Fresh green was rising along Teheran-ro in May. The leaves on the street trees were darkening. April's cherry blossoms had fallen, and May's green was filling the space they left. The broad leaves of the plane trees were catching the sunlight and shifting from pale green to deep green. When the wind blew, the leaves stirred. When the leaves stirred, patterns of sunlight moved across the sidewalk. From the twenty-seventh floor, those patterns were invisible. From a high place, the fine details of a low place cannot be seen. The shadows of leaves cannot be seen, and neither can the cracks in the concrete. The seasons were changing. The season when spring crosses into summer. It was not only the seasons that were changing.

Lee Jae-kyeong's desk was wide. Solid oak. It had been the same desk since he first sat in this room twenty years ago. On the left side of the desk lay a tablet. A screen on which revenue, sales figures, and market prices appeared in real time. Lee Jae-kyeong's day began with this screen. On the right sat the coffee Secretary Park Mi-seon had brought in. Ethiopian Yirgacheffe. Hand-dripped. No sugar, no milk. The same coffee for fifteen years. Steam rose from the cup. While the steam rose, the world seemed all right. When it dissipated, he would have to look at the documents.

Three items were arranged in the center of the desk. Three things. The Hanseong Structural Safety interim report. The Anti-Corruption and Civil Rights Commission's supplementary data request. A clipping from the Hanmi Shinmun. Three items laid side by side. All three pointed to the same place. Block A-7.

As recently as two months ago, the only documents on Lee Jae-kyeong's desk had been revenue reports and sales results. Documents with good numbers. Now documents with bad numbers had begun arriving. What had begun arriving would not stop. Just as a crack grew, the documents were growing. One became two, and two became three. It had taken three months to reach three. Since the USGS alert went out on March 3. Before the alert, there had only been Yun Jeong-ho's article in the Hanmi Shinmun. After the alert, the documents multiplied. The alert had made the documents. The mountain had made the documents. Lee Jae-kyeong did not yet understand that connection.

Lee Jae-kyeong opened the Hanseong Structural Safety interim report. The interim results of the structural safety assessment that had begun in mid-March. An interim report produced in a month and a half. A firm selected by TH. Hanseong Structural Safety. A firm with a business relationship. When Vice President Lee Jeong-hun reported, he had said, It is a firm we have a business relationship with. Lee Jae-kyeong had not asked further. However, the assessment will be conducted independently. That is what the law requires. Jeong-hun had added. Lee Jae-kyeong looked into his son's eyes. Jeong-hun did not look away. Not looking away was the answer. Between father and son, there were things left unsaid. The question of whether they could control the assessment results. Jeong-hun did not answer that question. Not answering was the answer.

But the numbers in the interim report made Lee Jae-kyeong uncomfortable. Of twelve pillars in Building 9, eight confirmed below design strength. Average twenty-eight-day strength: 82 percent. Eighteen percentage points below the 100 percent design standard. Insufficient reinforcing-bar cover thickness confirmed in some pillars. Cracking in progress. Additional detailed investigation required.

82 percent. Lee Jae-kyeong looked at that number. In the notebook Seo Ji-yeon had opened before seven people in Volume Three, Chapter Eleven, the figure had been 79 percent. Lee Jae-kyeong had never seen that notebook. He had only been informed by Han Dong-gyu that such a notebook existed. Hanseong Structural Safety's 82 percent and Seo Ji-yeon's 79 percent. A difference of three percentage points. A firm with a business relationship had produced a number three points higher. Three percentage points was the distance between truth and reporting. But 82 percent, too, was below the design standard. Even the report from a firm with a business relationship showed non-compliance. Even with inflated numbers, it was non-compliant. It had reached a level that could not be hidden.

Lee Jae-kyeong closed the report. As he closed it, he bit his lip. 0.3 seconds. Lee Jae-kyeong bit his lip when he was displeased. He bit his lip before displeasure could become anger. Showing anger made one appear weak. Lee Jae-kyeong disliked appearing weak. For twenty years he had never appeared weak. Not before Yun Seok-ho, not before Choi Yeong-min, not before the board of directors. Not appearing weak was the duty of a man in a high place. The duty of a man seated on the twenty-seventh floor.

The second document. The Anti-Corruption and Civil Rights Commission's supplementary data request. Han Dong-gyu had reported it the previous week. After Seo Ji-yeon filed her public-interest disclosure, the Commission's investigation had intensified. In the epilogue of Volume Three, Ji-yeon had signed the documents Jeong Min-su had prepared. That signature had traveled this far. What had begun in the drawer of a Hapjeong-dong officetel had climbed to the twenty-seventh floor of Teheran-ro. From the basement to the twenty-seventh floor. It was not Seo Ji-yeon who had risen. It was Seo Ji-yeon's numbers. The numbers from 42 percent to 48 percent. Twenty years of water-cement ratios. In the first data submission, the legal team had invoked trade secrets to limit the scope. But the Commission was demanding an expanded scope. Original mix-design specifications. Ready-mix concrete delivery slips. Twenty years of quality-inspection records.

Twenty years. That number reverberated inside Lee Jae-kyeong. Twenty years was the time since he had become chairman. Over twenty years, the water-cement ratio had risen from 42 percent to 48 percent. By 0.3 percentage points per year. Imperceptibly. Quietly. A change of 0.3 in a single year was invisible. A change of 1.5 over five years was barely noticeable. At 3 over ten years, it began to show. At 6 over twenty years, 103 percent became 79 percent. Seo Ji-yeon had found it. By logging in through a Quality Control Team account. Leaving access records stamped with her employee number. Compiling the twenty-year trend in a notebook. Opening it before seven people. Attaching it to a public-interest disclosure.

Lee Jae-kyeong had never met Seo Ji-yeon. Thirty-seven years old. Quality-control engineer. He had seen the name only in reports. An employee doing legacy-document digitization in the basement-level archives. An invisible person. To Lee Jae-kyeong, Seo Ji-yeon was one of three thousand employees. A number. Not a name but a number. But that single number was shaking a twenty-year structure. Lee Jae-kyeong did not know that she called her father every Wednesday evening at a gukbap restaurant in Daeyeon-dong, Busan. Did not know that she ate convenience-store lunchboxes. Did not know that she could not let go of the notebook in her hand. To Lee Jae-kyeong, Seo Ji-yeon was a variable to be handled. To Seo Ji-yeon, Lee Jae-kyeong was the man who had weakened the concrete for twenty years. Two people in the same company who had never once met. The twenty-seventh floor and basement level one. They might have ridden the same elevator, but they had never met. From the twenty-seventh floor to the basement was a distance of twenty-eight stories. But that distance was also a distance of twenty years.

The third document. A clipping from the Hanmi Shinmun. Reporter Yun Jeong-ho. The fourth article of the year. An article connecting the USGS Baekdu Mountain alert with Block A-7's non-compliant concrete. The direction Kang Min-ho had given Yun Jeong-ho in Volume Three, Chapter Eleven, had become an article. Write about the alert and Block A-7 together. Write that when the mountain shakes, the building shakes. Write about how vulnerable non-compliant concrete is to seismic activity. Kang Min-ho's comment appeared in the article. If seismic waves originate from Baekdu Mountain, non-compliant concrete buildings will be the first to sustain damage. This single line was the core of the article. It had connected a volcano to concrete. It had placed a natural disaster and a man-made one in the same sentence.

As Lee Jae-kyeong read the article, he sensed one thing. The direction of the articles had changed. The first article had been about suspected concrete non-compliance. Suspected. Not yet confirmed. The second had been about suspected subcontracting irregularities at Taesung Construction. Also suspected. The third had confirmed the filing of a safety inspector's public-interest disclosure. Confirmed. From suspicion to confirmation. The fourth connected it to the USGS alert. Connection. It had expanded from an isolated incident to a structural risk. From suspicion to confirmation, from confirmation to connection. The articles were evolving. The reporter was growing. In Volume Three, Chapter Eleven, Kang Min-ho had told Yun Jeong-ho something. Write not about who Cassandra is, but about why no one listened. Write about who did not listen. That direction had been applied to the fourth article.

Lee Jae-kyeong set down the clipping. Three documents lay side by side on the desk. The assessment report. The Commission's request. The news clipping. Three directions aimed at the same target. From inside the building. From inside the law. From the press. Three directions.

For twenty years, Lee Jae-kyeong had fended off attacks from a single direction. One reporter could be isolated. One whistleblower could be handled. One assessment could be managed. But three directions coming simultaneously was new. When three directions pointed at the same target at once, isolation was impossible. One person could be blocked, but three could not. It was the same structure as what Kang Min-ho had said before seven people in Volume Three, Chapter Eleven. If one person speaks, they are a lunatic. If two speak, they are malcontents. If three speak, they require attention. If seven speak, they cannot be ignored.

Lee Jae-kyeong did not know those words. He did not know that seven people had gathered in a twenty-pyeong study. Did not know that records from 926 to 2059 were pinned to a wall. Did not know that the Cassandras had united. What Lee Jae-kyeong knew was one reporter, one whistleblower, one assessment report. Three things. But behind those three things were seven people. Behind the seven were six nations. Behind the six nations was a mountain. Lee Jae-kyeong saw only three. He did not see seven. He did not see six. He did not see the mountain.

The coffee had cooled. The steam no longer rose. Lee Jae-kyeong took a sip of cold coffee. Bitterness spread through his mouth. It had been the same coffee for fifteen years, yet today it tasted more bitter. The same as when Go Jin-deok, on the night of 925, had found the same wild-ginseng wine tasting bitter after reading the dispatch. It was not the wine that had changed but the man who drank it. It was not the coffee that had changed but Lee Jae-kyeong who was beginning to change. A change Lee Jae-kyeong himself did not yet feel. A change in which conviction was beginning to waver. Conviction that had not wavered for twenty years.

Chief Secretary Han Dong-gyu knocked on the door.

Chairman. I have the weekly report.

Come in.

Han Dong-gyu entered. Fifty-five years old. Twenty-seven years at Taesung Construction. A gray suit. His tie was dark navy. Han Dong-gyu's suit was always the same color. A color that did not draw attention. A chief secretary was a person who must not draw attention. He was like Lee Jae-kyeong's shadow. A shadow must not be brighter than its owner. As Go Jin-deok had been Dae Inseon's Left Chancellor in 925, Han Dong-gyu was Lee Jae-kyeong's chief secretary. Go Jin-deok had known the news from the west. Han Dong-gyu knew the news from the Commission. Go Jin-deok had placed a dispatch inside his sleeve. Han Dong-gyu placed documents inside a binder. The same role. The same weight. A mirror of 1,135 years.

Han Dong-gyu set the binder on the desk. Lee Jae-kyeong did not open it. He asked first.

You saw the Hanseong Structural Safety interim report.

Yes.

The number 82 percent came out.

Han Dong-gyu paused briefly. 0.5 seconds. A 0.5-second interval spent judging how Lee Jae-kyeong was receiving the 82 percent. If the news were good, there would be no pause. If the news were bad, there would be. Han Dong-gyu was a man who had spent twenty-seven years learning when to pause.

Hanseong Structural Safety's position is that additional detailed investigation is necessary.

Is 82 percent non-compliant or compliant?

It is non-compliant relative to the design standard.

Lee Jae-kyeong swiveled his chair. He looked out the window. Teheran-ro's fresh green. The green of May. A bright world. From the twenty-seventh floor, the world was bright. Saying dark things from a bright place felt awkward. Dark things should be said in dark places for them to feel natural. In an underground parking garage. In the place where Kim Do-hoon stood. But Lee Jae-kyeong did not go down to the underground. He had not gone down in twenty years. The distance from the twenty-seventh floor to the basement. That distance was the distance between truth and reporting.

If our firm came up with 82 percent, the actual number could be lower.

Han Dong-gyu did not answer. Not answering was Han Dong-gyu's answer. Lee Jae-kyeong did not expect an answer either. It was not a question but a confirmation. Lee Jae-kyeong had confirmed it for himself. Even our firm's assessment showed non-compliance. The actual number was lower. The 79 percent in Seo Ji-yeon's notebook might be closer to reality. Lee Jae-kyeong knew this and still did not say the number 79 aloud. Saying it aloud would be admitting it. 82 was bad enough without having to say 79.

Lee Jae-kyeong swiveled his chair back. He looked at Han Dong-gyu.

The employee named Seo Ji-yeon. What is she doing now?

She continues to do legacy-document digitization in the Quality Control Team. In the basement-level archives.

You know about the public-interest disclosure filing.

Yes. An attorney named Jeong Min-su acted as her representative. He is affiliated with the Public Interest Law Center.

Lee Jae-kyeong was silent for a moment. Inside the silence, calculations were running. What to do about Seo Ji-yeon. Could she be dismissed? Under the Public-Interest Whistleblower Protection Act, dismissal would trigger a reinstatement lawsuit. An attorney named Jeong Min-su was representing her. Lee Jae-kyeong completed that calculation in 0.5 seconds.

Don't touch her. If you touch it, it grows.

Understood.

Lee Jae-kyeong added one more thing.

However, restrict the scope of materials she can access through the digitization work. Going forward, block her access to the original mix-design specifications. Contact the IT team and have her account permissions adjusted.

Han Dong-gyu took a note. Lee Jae-kyeong's instructions were always of this kind. He did not speak directly. He did not say dismiss her. He said restrict her access to materials. Within a legally unimpeachable scope. Preventing Seo Ji-yeon from digging further. Not filling in the well but cutting the rope on the bucket. But there was something Lee Jae-kyeong did not know. Seo Ji-yeon had already dug. She had already written everything in her notebook. She had already stored everything on the USB drive. She had already opened everything before seven people. Even if the rope was cut, the water had already been drawn.

The Commission matter.

Lee Jae-kyeong moved to the second topic.

How is the legal team defining the scope of the data submission?

They are invoking trade secrets to limit the submission scope. Their position is that the original mix-design specifications and the ready-mix concrete delivery slips constitute trade secrets. For the Commission to issue a compelled production order, a court ruling is required, and that process takes a minimum of six to nine months.

Six months would be the end of the year.

Yes. We can buy time until the end of the year.

Time. Lee Jae-kyeong's most powerful weapon. With the passage of time, people forget. Articles get buried. Public opinion cools. That was how it had been for twenty years. When a problem arose, he bought time. Time resolved it. Lee Jae-kyeong thought this time would be no different. But there was something he did not know. The mountain's time was flowing at a different speed from Lee Jae-kyeong's time. While Lee Jae-kyeong was buying six months, the asymmetric difference of 4.4 was rising without pause. Lee Jae-kyeong's time was a time of delay. The mountain's time was a time of acceleration. Two clocks were running in opposite directions on the same ground.

The Yun Jeong-ho article.

Lee Jae-kyeong moved to the third topic.

The Hanmi Shinmun has run a fourth article. They connected it with the USGS alert. Now they've dragged in Baekdu Mountain.

Han Dong-gyu produced a clipping from the binder.

The PR team has prepared a fact-check rebuttal. The focus is that the USGS alert does not mean an eruption is imminent but rather enhanced monitoring, and that Block A-7 and Baekdu Mountain are not directly related.

Not directly related. That's correct. What does a volcano have to do with concrete?

Lee Jae-kyeong said. But there was something he did not know. The volcano and the concrete were related. That was what Kang Min-ho had pinned to the wall in Volume Three, Chapter Eleven, when he arranged three graphs side by side. Baekdu Mountain asymmetric uplift. Block A-7 crack growth. Water-cement ratio. All three were rising. The direction was the same. The mountain was rising. The crack was rising. The water-cement ratio was rising. The causes were different, but the direction was the same. And only the twenty-eight-day strength was falling. While danger rose, safety fell. Lee Jae-kyeong had not seen that wall. The wall of a twenty-pyeong study. The wall on which his own company's numbers were pinned.

But the article has already made the connection. To readers, it looks connected.

Lee Jae-kyeong said, looking out the window.

Yun Jeong-ho is one person. For now. The problem is if the articles expand into a series.

Han Dong-gyu drew one more sheet from the binder.

There is intelligence that the Hanmi Shinmun's investigative reporting team is preparing a feature series. It appears to be expanding from Yun Jeong-ho's solo reporting to a team-level effort.

Feature series. Lee Jae-kyeong heard those words and shifted his body almost imperceptibly in his chair. An unconscious movement. Discomfort manifesting through the body. A single reporter's standalone articles could be isolated. An investigative team's feature series could not. When standalone articles became a series, public opinion was created. When public opinion was created, it could not be stopped. A law Lee Jae-kyeong had known for twenty years.

Is this confirmed or a rumor?

It is intelligence. Confirmed through our contacts at the Hanmi Shinmun.

Lee Jae-kyeong's expression hardened. Confirmed intelligence. Not rumor but intelligence. One reporter's articles were becoming a team's series.

When standalone becomes a series, the game changes. One reporter can be blocked, but a team cannot. When a series runs, it becomes public opinion. When it becomes public opinion, it becomes politics.

Han Dong-gyu nodded. While nodding, he reported one more item.

And regarding Camp Jackson.

Lee Jae-kyeong's eyes narrowed slightly. Camp Jackson. The U.S. military base. Three kilometers from Block A-7.

The 2nd Infantry Division has inquired, through the Korean Joint Chiefs of Staff, about the status of the civilian area around the base. It is an inquiry regarding the structural safety of Block A-7. It appears that since the USGS alert, the U.S. military has been developing a volcanic-ash contingency plan and is assessing the condition of civilian facilities near the base.

For the first time, Lee Jae-kyeong's expression changed. Barely perceptibly. His eyes did not narrow; his eyebrows rose. He was surprised. The fact that the U.S. military was taking an interest in Block A-7 was a new variable for Lee Jae-kyeong.

Why would the U.S. military be interested in our apartments?

It appears that in developing a noncombatant evacuation plan following the USGS alert, they are reviewing the traffic situation and civilian facility conditions near the base. Because the evacuation routes overlap with the roads around Block A-7.

Lee Jae-kyeong was silent for a moment. The U.S. military. This was a variable Lee Jae-kyeong had not factored into his calculations. A Hanmi Shinmun reporter could be blocked. The Anti-Corruption and Civil Rights Commission could be stalled. Hanseong Structural Safety's assessment could be managed. The Hanmi Shinmun investigative team had not yet published. But the U.S. military was a domain beyond Lee Jae-kyeong's control. The U.S. military did not operate under Korean law. The U.S. military operated under the SOFA agreement. The U.S. military operated under directives from Pacific Command. It was a place Lee Jae-kyeong's lobbying could not reach. The network of relationships Lee Jae-kyeong had built over twenty years. Yun Seok-ho. Choi Yeong-min. TH. Pyeongju City. A network within Korea. That network was useless before the U.S. military.

Lee Jae-kyeong did not know the name Brigadier General Carter. A man who had been promoted from colonel to brigadier general in March. His role in establishing the volcanic-ash contingency plan immediately after the USGS alert had been recognized. Lee Jae-kyeong did not know that the deputy commander of Camp Jackson was a man who remembered his grandfather's debt. Did not know that in Volume Three, Chapter Nine, this man had said, Hiding behind barbed wire is not what soldiers do. All Lee Jae-kyeong knew were numbers. 5.088 trillion won. Forty-seven complexes. One hundred fifty thousand people. But outside those numbers, other numbers were moving. Asymmetric difference: 4.4. Crack: 0.78 millimeters. Six months. Lee Jae-kyeong's numbers and other people's numbers sat on the same ground.

Monitor both the media developments and the U.S. military developments. Keep watching.

Understood.

Han Dong-gyu left. The door closed.

Lee Jae-kyeong was alone. The twenty-seventh floor. A May morning. Outside the window, the buildings of Teheran-ro stood. Sunlight reflected off glass walls. A bright world. A bright world seen from a high place.

Lee Jae-kyeong rose from his chair. He stood before the window. He clasped his hands behind his back. A posture maintained for twenty years. Standing before the window, hands clasped behind his back, looking down over Seoul. This posture was, for Lee Jae-kyeong, the posture of deliberation. In this posture he made decisions. He determined sale prices. He chose subcontractors. He set bid amounts. He decided cost reductions. Twenty years of decisions had been made in this posture. The decisions made in this posture had raised the water-cement ratio from 42 percent to 48. The decisions made in this posture had lowered the twenty-eight-day strength from 103 percent to 79. Lee Jae-kyeong would never acknowledge that connection. I said to reduce costs. I never specified where to reduce them. That was Lee Jae-kyeong's line of defense. A line he had maintained for twenty years.

The phone rang. Lee Jae-kyeong turned and picked up the mobile phone from the desk. A name appeared on the screen. Yun Seok-ho.

Jae-kyeong.

Seok-ho.

Yun Seok-ho's voice was warm. The thirty-eight-year mountaineering club. Class of 1982 at university. Nearly forty years of relationship. Lee Jae-kyeong, Yun Seok-ho, and Choi Yeong-min. The three of them had joined the mountaineering club together in their freshman year. Bukhan Mountain. Seorak Mountain. Jiri Mountain. The three of them climbed together. After university, Lee Jae-kyeong went into construction, Yun Seok-ho into the public sector, and Choi Yeong-min into politics. Yun Seok-ho had spent his career in the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure and Transport before moving to the presidency of TH. The connections from his days as vice minister survived his transition to TH. From public service to a public corporation. From the side that regulated to the side that supervised. The position changed, but the relationship did not. The direction diverged, but the mountaineering club endured. Every autumn they climbed a mountain together. Relationships forged on mountains became business in the city. Drinks shared on mountains became contracts at Soheonjae. Friendship became business, and business became a cartel. None of the three knew precisely when it became a cartel. At first, it was a favor for a friend. A friend's favor became custom. Custom became structure. Structure became a cartel. From friends to cartel: the distance was thirty-eight years.

Are you free tomorrow evening?

Tomorrow. That's Tuesday. Where?

Soheonjae. Mayor Choi will join us.

Soheonjae. The hanjeongsik restaurant at the foot of Unak Mountain in Pyeongju. The meeting place of the three. Meeting at Soheonjae meant there was an agenda. The place for meetings without an agenda was the Japanese restaurant in Seocho-dong. Soheonjae was the place for agendas. The Japanese restaurant was the place for greetings. That a place carried meaning was a feature of long relationships.

What's the agenda?

The new city-hall building. Mayor Choi says he has something to discuss.

New city-hall building. The Pyeongju municipal government's new city hall. A construction project that had passed the city council this year. The site had been finalized. Five thousand pyeong below Unak Mountain. Total construction cost: 50 billion won. National subsidies, municipal funds, and donations. Lee Jae-kyeong already knew those numbers. In the construction industry, there was no building project he did not know about. Especially one he might build.

Got it. Tomorrow at six-thirty at Soheonjae.

Good. See you tomorrow.

The call ended. Lee Jae-kyeong set down the phone.

New city hall. Fifty billion. A donation of ten billion. Lee Jae-kyeong was already calculating. Block A-7 was shaking. Market prices were falling. The Commission investigation was under way. The Hanmi Shinmun was preparing a feature series. The U.S. military was sending inquiries. And in the midst of all this, the fifty-billion-won city hall had appeared. Seeing opportunity amid crisis was Lee Jae-kyeong's method. The method of strengthening the cartel when the cartel was shaking. The method of turning crisis into opportunity. That was how it had been for twenty years. If he donated ten billion, he could secure the construction contract. If he secured the contract, the returns would follow. Ten billion out and more money in. More coming in than going out. That was how the cartel operated.

Dae Inseon of the year 925 had not stopped the banquet either. While Go Jin-deok held the dispatch inside his sleeve reporting that the Khitan were coming, Dae Inseon was drinking wild-ginseng wine. Lee Jae-kyeong of 2060 did not stop the cartel either. While three documents sat on his desk, Lee Jae-kyeong was calculating the ten-billion-won donation for the new city hall. Not stopping the banquet. Not stopping the cartel. The same structure. A mirror of 1,135 years.

But there was something Lee Jae-kyeong did not know. That the wild ginseng in the wine he would drink at Soheonjae came from the foothills of Baekdu Mountain. That the mountain was rising. Asymmetric difference: 4.4. That the east was rising more than the west. That Andrei Volkov had informed Lee Hye-jin of the similarity with Klyuchevskaya. That the number six months was weighing on Hye-jin's chest. That Park Jong-cheol in Samjiyon was feeling tremors through the soles of his feet. That Jae-u had asked to make a snowman.

Lee Jae-kyeong's twenty-seventh floor and Park Jong-cheol's yard sat beneath the same mountain. The numbers Lee Jae-kyeong watched and the numbers Lee Hye-jin watched sat on the same ground. Lee Jae-kyeong's cartel and Kim Do-hoon's crack occupied the same building.

Lee Jae-kyeong did not know. That everything was connected. That money, crack, and mountain would converge in the same place. At 3:17 a.m. on September 22, 2062.

But that was still two years and four months away. Now it was May 2060. Lee Jae-kyeong's cartel was still standing. Shaking, but standing. Past its zenith, but not yet fallen. Not yet.

Eleven a.m.

Vice President Lee Jeong-hun reported to the chairman's office. Forty-two years old. Lee Jae-kyeong's only son. Vice president of Taesung Construction. The man who would succeed his father. The man Lee Jae-kyeong had raised for this purpose.

Jeong-hun resembled his father. Not in appearance but in method. The method of thinking in numbers and judging by numbers. The method of not showing emotion. The method of not confronting problems head-on but buying time and taking detours. His son had watched the methods his father had used for twenty years and learned them from beside him. The cartel's methods were being handed down. During the same time that the Lee family was passing down a cartel, the Carter family was passing down a debt of gratitude. The same span of time. Different inheritances. One side passed down the habit of hiding; the other passed down the habit of remembering.

Jeong-hun opened his laptop. A presentation was on the screen.

Father. I have three items to report.

Lee Jae-kyeong sipped his coffee and nodded.

First. The follow-up schedule for the Hanseong Structural Safety assessment.

Jeong-hun advanced the slide. A plan of Block A-7 appeared. The layout of twelve buildings. Red dots were marked on it. Four red dots. Four buildings designated for assessment. The eight buildings without red dots remained white. Buildings not yet assessed. Buildings whose numbers had not yet come in. The word yet was appearing here too.

The Phase One pillar assessment of the underground parking garage in four buildings has been completed. The interim report has been issued. The results are not good.

You mean the 82 percent.

Yes. Eight of twelve pillars in Building 9 are non-compliant. A similar pattern has been confirmed in the other three buildings. The Phase Two assessment will examine pillars and beams from the first floor through the tenth. It will take until the end of June.

The end of June is two months away.

Yes. And the final report is expected at the end of August.

Lee Jae-kyeong set down his coffee cup. The end of August. Three and a half months. Three and a half months until the assessment results came in. For Lee Jae-kyeong, three and a half months was a period in which time could be bought. But during those three and a half months, the crack would not wait. The number Kim Do-hoon measured every Monday continued to rise. 0.78 millimeters. The distance remaining to 1.0 millimeters: 0.22.

What happens when the results come in?

It depends on the results.

Jeong-hun's answer was cautious. It depends on the results was a way of not wanting to describe the worst case.

Tell me the worst case.

Jeong-hun did not advance the slide. This was content not on the screen. Content not committed to a document.

In the
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