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Dear Reader,

This story is more than just a romance  mystery. At its heart, it is about connections—the ones we remember, the ones we forget, and the ones that change the course of our lives.

You will follow a detective drawn into an interrogation that spirals into something far more personal, something that questions fate, memory, and choice. Along the way, you will also step into the lives of others—side stories told from different perspectives. These are not distractions, but pieces of a larger puzzle, glimpses of love, loyalty, and strength that mirror the truths hidden in the main story.

Some chapters may feel tender, even youthful. Others may feel heavy, wrapped in tension and fear. That is intentional. Life, after all, is not lived in one tone.

I hope you read with an open heart, question what you believe, and find yourself reflected somewhere in these pages.

Thank you for giving this story your time. I promise it will not be a straight path—but it will be one worth walking.

With sincerity,

Sagu
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​1. ​Seo-hyun's POV 
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I don’t remember what happiness felt like. Maybe I never knew it.

My earliest memories aren’t of laughter or lullabies—they’re of silence. Not the gentle kind, but the heavy, suffocating kind that pressed down on marble floors and gold-plated walls. It was the silence of a house too large for a child, too empty of love. The kind of silence that made even my footsteps feel like trespassing.

My father, Choi Min-sook, haunted that silence. To the world, he was a shadow—a name that wasn’t spoken so much as swallowed. He was the man behind Xcrast, smuggling weapons across borders as if they were no more than smudges on a map. He didn’t simply rule with fear; he bent power itself, reshaping kings into politicians and puppets. Each victory stripped something from him—his warmth, his humanity—until there was nothing left but the empire he’d built, darker and more ruthless than the one he inherited.

My mother Choi  Ye-rin, was no softer. To her, I was a transaction, a line in her ledger, proof of the deal she had made when she married into wealth. She neither loved nor hated me; she simply tolerated my existence. Money was her only language, and I never spoke it. So she let the servants raise me—not out of tenderness, but because duty demanded it.

I grew up wandering corridors that stretched like endless tunnels, halls that echoed with my loneliness. No brothers. No sisters. No scolding, no embrace. Only Luna—my dog, my only companion—breathing warmth into a house carved from ice.

I remember once, when I was kidnapped, locked in a room of silence. I thought I’d cry. I thought I’d miss them. But I didn’t.

How could I, when I had never shared a single happy memory with them?

They came for me, yes. They saved me. But not once did they hold me. Not once did they ask if I was afraid. Only Luna pressed her nose against me, tail wagging as if I were worth something. That day, I learned a cruel truth: except for her, no one cared whether I lived or disappeared. Her eyes told me I mattered, and I clung to that look like it was the only thread keeping me human.

On my tenth birthday, they died.

A car crash. No warning. No goodbyes. Just silence—returning to me like an old friend.

I can’t even remember how I reacted. Did I stand dry-eyed at their funeral? Did I feel grief? Maybe a little. But the tears never came. It wasn’t mourning—it was an emptiness, a hollow ache. I wondered if I was already becoming like my father: cold, untouchable. Darkness creeping in, swallowing me piece by piece.

And then came Grandpa.

He found me—a child left behind by an empire he himself had once abandoned. My father’s father. A man who had walked away from the throne of blood and steel. He didn’t just take me out of that house; he carried me into another world.

The countryside felt like breathing for the first time. No guards. No locked doors. No marble silence. Just wind in the grass and the sound of Luna’s paws pounding the earth as she ran free.

With him, I learned what happiness could feel like. We played chess under the porch lamp, our laughter rising into the night air. We ate meals at a wooden table that smelled of pine, not polish. And every evening, before bed, he would look me in the eye and ask, “Are you happy?”—as if the answer mattered. As if I mattered.

Once, he told me, “Don’t walk the path your father walked. It isn’t power—it’s a graveyard in disguise.”

I believed Grandpa when he warned me about the path of power. I believed him because I had seen what death left behind.

But he never told me the truth. That my parents hadn’t died in an accident. That my uncle, Choi Hwan, had murdered them.

I knew anyway. I’d heard it whispered at the funeral.

Still, with Grandpa, life felt new. I ate, I slept, I laughed. School gave me friends, Luna ran free, and for the first time peace didn’t feel like a stranger. For a year and a half, he was my whole world.

Until the day my uncle came.

Choi Hwan walked into our home like he already owned it. He didn’t ask for me—he demanded me. Not out of love, but out of hunger. He wanted to shape me into his tool, the same way he had carved away my father’s soul.

Grandpa stood in his way. “As long as I live, no one touches Kang-Dae,” he said, voice steady but fists trembling.

That night, I overheard the truth. I was curled inside the closet, breath shallow against the wood, when the lawyer spoke. My uncle didn’t want me alive—he wanted what I stood between him and: the inheritance.

I cried in Grandpa’s arms, not because I feared dying, but because I feared what would become of me if he wasn’t there to protect me. He held me tighter than ever, his voice breaking as he promised, “As long as I live, no one will harm you.”

And then—the abduction.

It started like nothing. A quiet walk home from school, the sun dipping low, my bag heavy with books. Then a screech—rubber tearing against asphalt. A van door yanked open. Rough hands clamped around me, dragging me inside before I could even scream.

The door slammed shut, drowning the world in darkness. Diesel fumes filled my nose. My chest heaved, panic clawing at my throat.

And then I saw him.

Choi Hwan. My uncle. Sitting across from me, lips twisted into a smile that didn’t belong to any human face. It was the kind of smile devils must practice in mirrors.

He didn’t waste words. A screen lit up in his hands—a video. My blood turned to ice.

Grandpa. Blindfolded. Blood streaked across his skin. Tied to a chair like an animal. His chest rose and fell with shallow, ragged breaths.

“I’ll let him go,” my uncle said, his voice slick with mockery. “All you have to do is one thing. Deliver this.”

A plastic pouch hit my lap. White powder spilled against the clear wrap. No label. No need for one. I knew. Everyone knew.

Drugs.

My hands shook. My throat locked. “Please... don’t make me—”

The response was a boot slammed into my stomach. Pain exploded through me, knocking the air from my lungs.

So I did it. I delivered it. Quietly. Mechanically. Eyes down. Every step a war against the shaking of my hands. Every breath a prayer for Grandpa.

And then—the sirens. Red and blue tearing through the night. Shouts. Guns. The world crashing down all at once.

I ran.

––––––––
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BY THE TIME I REACHED home, the world was burning.

Flames licked the walls, swallowing the house that had been my cage. Smoke clawed at the sky, turning everything black and red. Heat stung my skin as I stumbled closer—only to see them.

Grandpa and Luna. On their knees. Ropes cutting into their arms. Their faces turned toward me as if my arrival could save them.

And standing over them was my uncle. A gun loose in his hand. A smile carved across his face.

I screamed. My throat tore. I begged. I told him I had done it—that I had delivered the drugs. That he didn’t need to hurt them.

He laughed. A hollow, jagged laugh that made my blood freeze.

“Good,” he said. “Then let’s play a game.”

He shoved something into my palms. Cold. Heavy. Wrong. A pistol.

“Three bullets,” he whispered, voice curling like smoke.

Then he gripped Grandpa’s head, forcing his face toward me. His eyes—tired, kind, terrified—met mine.

“One blank. Two real,” my uncle grinned. “Let’s see who fate loves.”

I shook my head. Dropped the gun. Refused. My body trembled with every breath.

He didn’t care. He seized my wrist, curled my fingers around the trigger, and pulled.

Click. Empty.

Bang.

Grandpa’s body jerked, then fell. His eyes still on me, wide with something between love and apology.

I couldn’t even scream.

And then my uncle turned the gun on Luna. One shot. A yelp cut short. Her body stilled in the dirt.

The fire roared louder, swallowing them both.

The world decided I was guilty.

The drug drop. The fire. The murders. Every paper, every report painted me as the monster. Perfect forgeries. Lies so clean they looked like truth.

And my uncle kept me—not out of love, not even out of hate. He kept me because keeping me alive was worse than killing me.

I was thirteen. Broken. Hollow. Breathing, but not living.

They planned to sell me. To them.

And that’s when she came.

Detective Kim Eun-ji.

I’d met her once before, back when Grandpa was alive. She had come asking about my parents’ accident. I remember how she looked at me—eyes soft, voice careful, words wrapped in pity. I thought she was just another adult pretending to care.

But Grandpa had said, “She’s one of the good ones. Trust her.”

And because Grandpa never told me to trust anyone, I believed him.

One afternoon she found me in the backyard, sitting on the cold stone steps. She asked quietly, “Are you happy?”

I smiled and lied, “Yes.”

She smiled back, as if she believed me. Maybe she didn’t. Maybe that was the day Grandpa told her the truth about my childhood. Because after that, she kept coming back.

When she rescued me from them, when I stepped into her home for the first time, it felt unreal. Warmth. Laughter. The smell of food cooking in a small kitchen. A place where voices weren’t raised in anger, where love wasn’t conditional.

It terrified me. It made me jealous. I didn’t know how to exist in it.

—————
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WHEN THEY SENT ME OVERSEAS, I didn’t protest. I knew if I stayed, I was a noose around their necks. Leaving was safer—for them, not for me.

Her daughter, Ji-ah, came with me. The girl who once grabbed my hand and pulled me through a circle of goons like it was the easiest thing in the world. She was just like her mother—brave, steady, warm in ways I could never be.

But I couldn’t let myself trust her. Not fully. Not yet. In my world, no one helps for free. No one risks everything unless there’s something to gain. So why were they risking it all for me? Did I really matter that much?

The night I told her the truth, I broke. It wasn’t dramatic. No fireworks of courage. Just me, hunched and trembling, my face buried against her shoulder like a coward. Words slipped out, jagged and ugly, things I had never dared to admit even to myself.

I told her about my uncle. About how he kept me alive only because of my father’s will. About how the inheritance tied my existence to a clock, counting down to my twenty-second birthday. About how I was nothing more than a waiting game.

And Ji-ah... she didn’t flinch. She didn’t offer pity either. She just held me.

Her touch didn’t burn like my mother’s indifference or sting like my uncle’s cruelty. It didn’t feel like chains disguised as love. It was simple. Steady. Safe.

For the first time since Grandpa, I wasn’t a pawn, or an heir, or a liability. In her arms, I was just a boy. A scared, exhausted boy who wanted—desperately, foolishly—to believe he was worth saving.
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