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The Border of Dreams

“Love does not dominate; it cultivates.”

– Goethe

The snow fell in half-thoughts. Silent, aimless flakes swirled through the darkness, erasing footsteps before they finished forming. Beneath the frozen hush of midnight, the man moved like a ghost—not from stealth, but from the belief that he had long ceased to be fully human. In the North, he had learned to speak softly and dream even softer, as if the regime could eavesdrop on hope.

His name was Shin Haneul—Sky, as his mother once whispered it, before her voice disappeared behind factory gates and hollowed halls. A name too expansive for a man who had never seen the sea. But tonight, the sky was with him—wide, starless, breathless—and the 38th parallel stretched ahead like a dare.

His boots crunched faintly over the frostbitten scrub, half-sunk in frozen mud. Each step forward tasted of treason. The DMZ was not a place for living things. It was a gash across the peninsula’s heart, scarred with landmines and lined with forgotten bones. Deer sometimes wandered in, as did birds too light to trigger alarms. But for men, it was death masked in camouflage.

He should have met Mun Dae-seok (A cultured one of great blessing) by now—his broker, his compass southward, a man paid in silence and cigarettes. But the signal had not come. No rustle, no whisper from the agreed thicket. Just cold, and the unbearable tightness of aloneness.

Still, Haneul crept forward, hands stiff in wool gloves his sister had knit from state-factory scraps. Her last gift. He remembered her pressing them into his hands as she whispered, “The world is larger than fear, oppa (older male). If you don’t return, make sure you reach somewhere that can remember you.” Ahead, something snapped. He dropped flat into the dirt. Breath held. Eyes wide. A shadow moved in the fog. Not Dae-seok. Taller. Slower. The soldier raised a weapon. Too late. A shout cracked the air. Then a shot. Pain did not come at once—it bloomed like heat, low in his side, confused with the sudden burst of red against white. He ran anyway. Because death behind him was certain, and anything in front was not yet named.

When they found him—collapsed by the edge of a mine-cleared corridor, half in reeds and half in snow—he was murmuring something. Not in Korean, but in song. A lullaby his mother sang in her better days, when the lights still flickered at night and hunger had not yet replaced lullabies. “Ssaljya, ssaljya, gomaya ( Thresh the rice, thresh the rice, little bear...)”

The South Korean soldiers didn’t recognize it. To them, he was a threat, potentially armed, possibly insane. Their guns were steady, hearts racing beneath flak jackets that knew better than to trust sudden visitors.

Lieutenant Han Yujin was first to step closer. Unlike her counterparts, she didn’t point her rifle. She lowered it. Her voice was firm but not unkind. “You crossed the line.” The man blinked up at her through blood and frost. His lips were blue, the wound leaking warmth into the snow. “I was never allowed a line,” he whispered. “Only walls.” That was how it began.

Hours earlier, Han Yujin had been watching shadows on a monitor in the surveillance outpost. Infrared outlines. Blips of wildlife. The dull, constant hum of static made her think of her childhood bedroom, of rain against glass in winters when her father still spoke. In the military, feelings were filed away like old reports—necessary, but burdensome. She had grown up a patriot’s daughter, but even patriots grow weary. Lately, the border felt less like duty and more like déjà vu. Another night, another ghost slipping through wire.

So when the alert came—unidentified movement near Sector C—she didn’t rush. Not at first. Not until the shot rang out, and someone shouted, “Possible breach! One man down!” By the time she reached the site, the snow was reddened in spirals. The man wasn’t dead, though he should have been. His coat was too thin. His face, too young for its hauntedness. But it wasn’t his appearance that stilled her. It was the way he looked at her. Not pleading. Not afraid. As if he already knew her. “Get him stabilized,” she ordered. “Now.” “Ma’am,” said Sergeant Lim, hesitating, “he could be a plant. A trap.” She didn’t flinch. “And if he’s not? If he’s just... cold and unlucky?” The medic began his work, and Yujin stayed, watching this man with poetry in his mouth and blood on his hands. He shouldn’t have survived the shot. But some people, she thought, are held together by something stranger than logic. Something closer to longing.

In the sterile quiet of the Joint Interrogation Center, Haneul awoke beneath fluorescent lights that buzzed like old radios. A guard sat in the corner, asleep. The room smelled of antiseptic and cheap soap. He turned his head slowly. Pain followed like a tide. The door opened. Yujin stepped in, clipboard in hand. “You gave us quite a scare,” she said, closing the door softly. “I’m Lieutenant Han Yujin. I’ll be conducting your debriefing.” He tried to sit up. Winced. Laid back down. “I’m... Shin Haneul,” he rasped. “Poet. Farmer. Failure.” She raised an eyebrow. “We usually just ask for name, age, occupation.” He smiled faintly. “I thought you wanted the truth.” Yujin didn’t smile back. Not yet. “Why now?” she asked. “Why cross in winter? Why without your guide?” Haneul stared at the ceiling. “Because spring never came. And my guide...” He hesitated. “I think he betrayed me. Or died trying not to.” “That’s a wide gap between betray and die.” “There is no gap in the North. Only disappearance.” She noted that down. Her pen moved briskly. “Your sister,” she said, surprising him. “She’s still in North Korea?” His eyes flickered. “Yes.” “We intercepted a letter. You tried to send her poetry. It was... not state-approved.” He nodded. “She knows the risks.” Yujin’s voice softened. “So do you.” They sat in silence for a moment. Not hostile. Not warm. Just human. He broke it. “You look tired, Lieutenant.” “I don’t sleep much,” she replied. “Not many of us do.” “Not from fear,” he guessed. “From too many truths.” Yujin looked at him for a long time. “We’ll run your prints. Cross-check with watchlists. Until then, you’re a ‘person of interest’.” He nodded. “That sounds almost kind.” She stood to leave. “Lieutenant,” he said. She paused. “In the North, we are told the South is decadent. Vain. Heartless.” “And?” “I see only careful sadness in your eyes. Not vanity.” Yujin didn’t reply. But the next day, she brought him tea.

The days that followed were stitched with interviews, health assessments, and silent meals under supervision. Haneul spoke softly, as if every word cost something. Yujin found herself lingering. Not professionally. Not intentionally. But something in his presence disrupted her precision.

He asked her questions—about her childhood, her dreams, her favorite writers. When she didn’t answer, he would fill the silence with stories of his own: paper lanterns in winter festivals, recitations under flickering lights, how the stars in Pyongyang seemed closer but less free.

She hated that she listened.

One evening, she brought him a book: a translated volume of Goethe. He opened it reverently. “I thought it might suit you,” she said, awkward now. “You seem like someone who prefers metaphors to facts.” “I prefer both,” he said. “But metaphors don’t interrogate me.” They laughed. Gently. Carefully. And in that moment, something shifted. Not love. Not yet. But the possibility of something neither of them had allowed themselves to name.

Outside the center, politics churned. News anchors speculated about a defection plot. Analysts dissected troop movements. Was this man the front of something larger? Inside, Haneul sketched birds on napkins and wrote verses in pencil stubs. Yujin read them when he wasn’t looking. And one morning, as she walked past his room, she heard him whisper, “Sometimes, the soul crosses a border long before the body dares.” She stopped. Her breath caught. Then moved on.

But peace is a fragile thread. One night, an anonymous tip claimed Haneul had been seen in proximity to Northern intel. That his defection was staged. That his poetry was a mask. Yujin was summoned. “Your instincts, Lieutenant,” said her commanding officer. “Is he clean?” She hesitated. Not because she didn’t know. But because she did. He was wounded. Haunted. Honest in ways that frightened her. “He’s not a threat,” she said at last. “He’s just... tired of silence.” The officer stared at her. “Make sure you’re not mistaking empathy for intel.” But Yujin already knew she had been. Every hour she spent with him, the line blurred. Between objectivity and something far more dangerous. Connection.

That night, she returned to his room. He was awake. As always. “Do you regret crossing?” she asked. He looked at her, eyes clear. “No.” “You might not be released. You might be prosecuted.” “I understand.” “Then why not lie? Why not give them what they want?” “Because I didn’t come here to escape. I came here to become.” She sat beside him. No longer lieutenant and defector. Just two people in a room too small for the walls they carried. And softly, she said, “I don’t know what we are, Haneul. But you remind me that I’m alive.” He smiled, wincing. “And you remind me that freedom is not a place. It’s a person who listens.” Outside, the snow began again. Like memory. Like forgiveness. And in the stillness, a new silence bloomed—one not born of fear, but of fragile hope.

Days later, Haneul was moved to a secure facility pending identity verification. As the transport pulled away, he pressed his fingers to the glass, tracing an invisible line in the frost. Yujin stood watching, arms folded, heart uncertain. She didn’t wave. But neither did she turn away. In his pocket was a scrap of paper—her handwriting, scrawled between official pages. “Love does not dominate; it cultivates.” He smiled. Whatever came next, he was no longer invisible. Not to her. Not to himself.
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First Interrogation

"Truth is rarely pure and never simple."

– Oscar Wilde

The interrogation room was not a place for poetry. Its walls were bare, the light a ceaseless white glare, and the air smelled of recycled suspicion. There were no windows. The table was fixed to the ground. The chair on one side was bolted, too low for comfort. The other was more accommodating, meant for the interrogator—one who must sit for hours, unraveling lies, testing truths, watching the fray of nerves and the slip of pretense.

Shin Haneul sat with his hands folded, palms upward like a man in prayer. A thin line of sweat darkened his collar, though the room was cold. A camera in the ceiling blinked its red light, the lone sign that time was moving. A folder landed on the table.
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