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​​Prologue
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Six months ago

The dry, heated air of the Namyoung Group headquarters did little to warm the chill Ye-jin had carried in from the street. She pulled off her leather gloves as the glass doors slid shut, muffling the sounds of a grey Seoul winter. Her low heels made a soft, decisive click-clack on the polished marble floor—a sound that seemed too loud, too intrusive in the vast, hushed lobby. A young man at the security desk looked up, his expression shifting from professional neutrality to a jolt of startled recognition before he quickly averted his eyes. 

She was the elusive madam—a nickname bestowed by the employees—here to sign her own release. The elevator ride to the legal department was a silent blur of brushed steel and her own reflection, bundled in a dark coat. Despite being the wife of Kim Jun-bo, the Chairman’s heir apparent, she had visited this office only a handful of times in her married life—only when protocol demanded a visible, wifely appearance. The trophy wife, and nothing more. 

“This concludes the separation of assets and the conditions of the divorce,” the lawyer stated. “You are not to disclose any details regarding the family or information you obtained while married to Kim Jun-bo to anyone outside the family. As compensation, you will retain the Tokyo penthouse by Odaiba Bay.”

She’d never cared much for material things, but Do-yun insisted she take what was rightfully hers—compensation for five years of a suffocating marriage. The only possession she truly treasured was the Tokyo apartment. It’d become her refuge, particularly in the final years. Originally their home when Jun-bo was assigned to lead the Japanese market expansion, the penthouse offered Ye-jin something unexpected: solitude. His frequent business trips back to Seoul granted her precious reprieves from his relentless physical and mental abuse.

She collected her purse, thanked her lawyers, and stepped out into the reception lobby to press the elevator button. Thankfully, most employees had already left for lunch, leaving the space somewhat deserted. Rumors about the divorce had swirled for months. She could feel the weight of curious stares as she waited, head held high, for the elevator to arrive.

That was when she noticed Min-hyun.

His look was boyish; his smile, universal. He’d just stepped out of an adjacent conference room, a small briefcase in hand, bidding farewell to two gentlemen. He seemed pleased. Catching her eye as he moved to wait for the elevator beside her, he offered a slight, polite bow, then flashed a genuine, radiant smile. A rush of adrenaline warmed her cheeks. She nodded, avoiding his gaze, but he appeared already lost in his own thoughts, giving her no further notice. His phone rang.

“Jong-soo! You were right! We won the bid! Let’s celebrate with the team—I’ll fill you in when I get back,” he answered excitedly before hanging up.

The elevator doors slid open. He held them for a brief moment, inviting her to enter first. She nodded her thanks and stepped in. He followed, standing beside her. He was tall—at least 185 cm, she reckoned. His dark grey suit wasn’t the latest cut, but he wore it well. Underneath, a white shirt and a crimson tie, neither flashy nor gaudy. Something about him made her heart flutter.

The elevator stopped on the twentieth floor. A crowd of scruffy men and tight-lipped women pushed their way in, muttering about superiors who had kept them from lunch. They crammed into every available space, pressing Min-hyun toward the corner where Ye-jin stood. His shoulder brushed hers as his hand grazed her fingers—just for a moment, but enough to send a current up her spine. He offered a small nod in apology, then shifted a careful half step away, leaving barely a breath of space between them. The closeness, slight as it was, raised goosebumps along her arms.

The elevator finally stopped on the ground floor. The lunch crowd rushed out, nearly trampling one another in their haste. But Min-hyun waited, gesturing for her to step out first, though she could sense he was eager to return to his office and celebrate his good news. With another polite nod in her direction, he then sprinted off across the spacious lobby.

Just like that, he was gone.

She felt suddenly childish and silly—a tiny, secret part of her had wished for the elevator to stall.

She tucked that memory away, a secret reminder of a time when a stranger’s smile sparked something other than dread. She never imagined that fleeting encounter would be the pivot in which her new life began to turn.
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​Chapter 1

​Cha Min-hyun

​
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Min-hyun’s finger hovered before the unremarkable doorbell, a fixture almost easy to miss. He pressed it. The sound was a clean, irreversible chime, as if the house had now registered him and was deciding what to do with his presence.

What was he doing here?  What had possessed him to come?

The offer had come from a stranger in a bar—a woman acting as a broker for a client who had, inexplicably, requested him by name.

Too late now. From within, the squeaking sound of rubber-soled shoes on hardwood floor began its approach.

A woman in her fifties opened the door, her expressionless face betraying nothing. Without a word, she gestured Min-hyun inside and led him through a narrow foyer into a study—or what passed for one. 

The furnishings were spare but unmistakably expensive, chosen with the restraint of someone who had once lived in opulence—but had recently been released from it. 

The room, like the house, was shrouded in a thick darkness, broken only by a single weak light. The room was minimalist: a low coffee table and two chairs facing each other, nothing more. The walls were bare, stripped of paintings or memory. On the table sat a single glass of red wine, its deep hue the only color in the shadows. A half empty bottle sat next to it.

The Ajumma nodded toward it. "Drink. You will need it. For her, and for yourself."

Min-hyun heeded the advice. He lifted the glass and drained it in one swift gulp. To his surprise, the wine was not harsh but rich—a harmonious blend of acidity and ripe fruit, smooth and without a single rough edge. Compelled, he uncorked the bottle and poured another generous measure, nearly emptying it. This, too, he dispatched without hesitation.

He was wiping his lips when a movement caught his eye. The Ajumma had slipped back into the room. Her approach had been utterly silent. With a faint smile, she gestured toward a second door at the far wall, so inconspicuous it had vanished into the patterned wallpaper.

She held the door open and nodded for him to enter. The soft click of it closing behind him echoed in the quiet. His heart began to beat wildly, palms slick with sweat as he willed himself forward in timid, baby steps up a private staircase to an enclosed attic suite. His hand trembled on the banister, every step feeling like a deliberate twist of a knife.

The room was dim, so dark he could barely make out the profile of a woman standing by the large bay window. She was dressed in a robe that glowed under the silver light, with a sash tied neatly around her waist. She stared out into the night, a similar wine glass held loosely in her right hand, her left resting across her stomach—not protectively, but with the absent stillness of someone long accustomed to guarding an old wound. She finished the last of her wine and slowly turned to face him.

He could not make out her face; she was a silhouette, backlit by the stark light of the full moon streaming through the window—the room's only illumination. As his eyes adjusted, he discerned her slender build and above-average height. Her shoulder-length hair fell freely, splayed across her shoulders and back.

“Are you sure about this?” she asked, her voice firm yet tender.

“You are free to back out now.” She regarded him for a moment longer than necessary.

“I won’t ask again,” she said quietly. “This is not something I intend to repeat.”

Min-hyun’s chest tightened. He couldn't back out—not now. An image flashed in his mind: his mother, frail against the sterile white of her hospital bed. Where else would he find the money for her surgery? Doctor Kim’s words rang like a verdict: Immediate operation. Her life is at risk. Every last of his savings had vanished, spent in a desperate bid to save his business after his partner disappeared, leaving him to face the lawsuit alone.

“I—I’m good to go through with this,” he stammered, the words sounding hollow. “I just need a moment.”

“Take your time,” she said, her voice a calm, unreadable pool.

“No, no... I’m ready,” he replied, the words tumbling out in haste. Better to engage now, before his courage abandoned him entirely. “I would prefer to get this over with as soon as possible.”

He swallowed the lump in his throat and walked toward her with deliberate steps. She placed her empty glass on the nightstand and, as he drew near, she circled her arms around his neck.

Her face was now faintly visible in the gloom, but he avoided looking directly. This is a transaction, he reminded himself. One encounter. No reason to know her. Yet her scent surprised him—a delicate, lavender fragrance that tingled in his senses, at odds with the clinical nature of their arrangement.

He began with a slow kiss, from her lips to the line of her jaw before lingering in the sensitive hollow beneath her ear. A sharp thrill of tension surged through him—a new, electric ache that felt both foreign and deeply right.

She answered in kind, her hands going to his suit jacket, easing it slowly from his broad shoulders. Then, fingers trembling slightly, she began to undo the buttons of his white office shirt. He’d come straight from work, unprepared for any of this. 

When he'd worked himself into a rhythm, he untied her sash and let her robe fall open. She was naked underneath, a fact that caught him off guard—until logic settled in. Of course. Why wouldn’t she be?

She shed the robe with the grace of a seasoned ballerina, and it pooled at her feet, falling so effortlessly it seemed to dissolve at her command. Min-hyun caught his breath. It'd been a while since he'd been with a woman. Her silhouette was a classic hourglass, a gentle curve from shoulder to waist to hip that reminded him of a Joseon dynasty vase—elegant, timeless, and precious.

He reached for her breasts, small but firm, tracing their contours with a touch meant to mimic tenderness. And then, unbidden, memory flooded him: the soft, full weight of A-ra’s breasts in his hands, the warmth of her skin, the three years they'd shared before his life unraveled. Before she decided she couldn’t weather the collapse and left for a man whose world was still standing.

For a moment, his hands stilled. Unshed tears burned behind his eyes. He swallowed them back, hard.

Focus. He was here for a purpose. He had an assignment to fulfill: Love me like my lover and best friend. A performance, for a fee. A fee that would save his mother.

He dismissed the ghost of A-ra and leaned back into the role, resolved to see it through. He scooped her up, laid her gently upon the king-size bed, and began the act as gentlemanly as he could muster.

***
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Fresh bills in a strained white envelope sat waiting on the coffee table. Inside, packed to the brim, was fifteen thousand U.S. dollars. The Ajumma gestured to Min-hyun, her tone devoid of judgment. “Yours. As agreed.”

Conflicted and conscience-stricken, he grasped for a justification. I had no choice. His hands shook, not with fear, but with the sudden, crushing weight of what he had done as he shoved the envelope deep into his jacket. The Ajumma saw him out with a polite nod, the heavy door thudding shut behind him. His legs felt like lead, heavy and rebellious. He glanced back once, catching the silhouette of shadows watching him from the upstairs window.

A black sedan sat idling outside the front gate; the arrangement had included a discreet pickup and drop-off, ferrying him from his office to this remote location on the outskirts of Seoul.

He moved in a daze. What just happened? He'd not been with anyone since A-ra. He'd expected the act to be awkward, transactional, a service to be rendered. Instead, he'd found himself lost in it—the tenderness, the passion, a part of himself he thought had gone dormant reawakening in the arms of a stranger. She'd been surprisingly accommodating, yielding to his lead, yet her own emotions had felt raw and unveiled, as if this were both the first and last time she would ever make love. 

He thought he heard muffled weeping—felt a few stray, salty tears on her cheek—but she turned away before he could be sure. With the moment broken, she quietly declared his job fulfilled and dismissed him. Much to his surprise, he found himself wishing she would beg him to stay. 

He was consumed by her. A sharp, unexpected curiosity pierced his detachment. He'd formed a prejudiced opinion of her when he agreed to this arrangement, but that judgment now felt hasty, unfairly tainted. Who was she?

But she had no name. And in the dim light, he'd never truly seen her face. Yet as the sedan pulled away, a terrifying, irrevocable certainty took root: he needed to see it again.
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​Chapter 2

​Cha Min-hyun
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“Mother—Mother, can you hear me?” Min-hyun bent over the safety rails of the hospital bed, his brow furrowed, casting a shadow over restless eyes. He waved a hand gently before her face. Her eyes darted back and forth, squinting hard to stay focused.

His mother stammered a reply, her voice a faint murmur. He leaned closer, turning his ear to her moving lips.

“Thank you, son.” The words were a dry, splintered rasp, barely audible, but her eyes said it for her. He acknowledged her gratitude—while at the same time, fearing the day he’d have to provide a plausible explanation. The money. Where he had actually gotten it.

The calm of the room was broken by the soft squeak of rubber clogs on polished floor. Dr. Kim and his residents entered, their purposeful and brisk strides cutting through the steady hum of the monitors. 

"The pulse is steady and strong," the doctor said, a tired but genuine smile finally breaking through as he tucked the chart under his arm. "Her heart is back in the lead. The worst is officially behind her. However, it’s important she follows through with her rehab. At her age, one can’t be too careful.”

“Thank you, thank you doctor,” Min-hyun reached out to clasp Dr. Kim’s hand with both of his, and offered a deep bow. His eyes, previously narrowed and red-rimmed from lack of sleep, widened and shimmered with grateful tears. As Dr. Kim’s team filed out, the room went quiet again, and the full weight of the week finally settled in.

“Cha Min-hyun-ssi, you may settle the surgery bill anytime. Barring complications, your mother can be discharged in five days.” The voice of the lead nurse interrupted his reflective state.

The surgery bill. The reason he'd done what he did. He remembered the stacks of fresh U.S. dollars on his kitchen counter. He’d stared in disbelief—he’d traded sex for money. He, Cha Min-hyun, had prostituted himself. The thought filled him with disgust. 

But his mother—she was alive—even if he had to betray his own integrity to save her, he’d make the same decision again. He sighed, releasing a weary exhale.

She'd raised him alone after his father passed away, toiling away at part-time jobs to put him through architectural school. He owed her everything.
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