
    Oh, So Now You Want Me?

    The severance package was generous. The regret was fatal.

    Shawn Sparger


    
        Introduction

        The ice in Incheon never really melts. It just turns into a thin, grey slush that soaks through the soles of your shoes. 

I stood by the pier, watching the fishing boats bang against the wood. The wind smelled like salt and old diesel. I pulled my coat tighter. It was a cheap coat, thin wool that did nothing against the Siberian wind cutting across the Yellow Sea.

Tae-oh was late. He was always late now.

He used to be there before I even arrived. He would stand under the rusted streetlamp with two cups of hot coffee, his breath blooming in the air like white smoke. He would pull me into the space between his chest and his jacket, the heat of his wolf skin radiating through my clothes. 

"You're freezing, Ji-su," he used to whisper.

I wasn’t freezing then. With him, I was always warm.

Ten minutes later, a black sedan pulled up. It was too sleek for this part of the docks. The engine purred, a low, expensive sound that didn't belong near the smell of gutting fish.

The door opened. Tae-oh stepped out. He wasn't wearing his old denim jacket. He wore a charcoal suit that cost more than my apartment’s yearly rent. His hair was pushed back, revealing the sharp, cold lines of his face. He looked like a stranger who happened to have my soul tucked in his pocket.

He didn't walk toward me. He stood by the car.

"Get in," he said. His voice was flat.

I didn't move. "We were supposed to eat at the stall. The one with the spicy noodles."

"I don't have time for the stalls, Ji-su. Get in the car."

I got in. The interior smelled like expensive leather and a perfume that wasn't mine. It was a floral scent—sharp, like lilies. It made my throat itch.

We drove in silence. This was the K-drama silence—the kind that felt like a thick glass wall between two people in a small room. I looked at his hands on the steering wheel. They were scarred from years of fighting for his spot in the pack. I had cleaned those wounds. I had pressed my lips to every knuckle.

"The elders met today," he said. He didn't look at me. He watched the rain smear across the windshield.

"I know," I said. "I saw the cars at the estate."

"They want the Busan alliance. The Seowoo Pack."

I felt a small, sharp prick in my chest. Like a needle. "The Seowoo Pack has three daughters."

"They want the eldest," Tae-oh said. "Hee-jin. She’s a pureblood. High-ranking. Her father owns the shipping lanes from here to Japan."

I looked out the window. A neon sign for a karaoke bar flickered. Red, then blue. Red, then blue. 

"What do you want, Tae-oh?" I asked. My voice was steady. I had practiced being steady for years. Being the human mate of an Alpha-to-be required a certain kind of armor. You learn to hide the shaking.

"It’s not about what I want," he said. He gripped the wheel harder. His knuckles turned white. "It’s about what the pack needs. I’m taking the seat in two weeks. I can't lead a pack this size with a... with someone like you."

The word "human" stayed in his throat, but I heard it anyway. Or maybe he meant "nobody."

"Someone like me," I repeated.

"You don't have a scent, Ji-su. You don't have a rank. When the other Alphas look at you, they don't see a Luna. They see a weakness. They see a target."

"I've been your target for six years," I said. "You didn't seem to mind the weakness when we were twenty and sleeping in the back of your truck."

He slammed the brakes. The car skidded slightly on the wet asphalt. We were in a dark stretch of the industrial district, surrounded by tall, rusted shipping containers. 

He finally looked at me. His eyes were amber—the color of his wolf. Usually, that color meant heat. Now, it just looked like cold gold.

"That was before," he said. "The world is bigger than that truck now."

"I see."

"I'm rejecting the bond, Ji-su."

The silence that followed was heavy. It felt like the air had been sucked out of the car. My lungs burned. A true mate rejection is supposed to feel like your heart is being torn out through your ribs. And it did. But there was something else. A cold, numbing clarity.

"Say something," he snapped. He looked like he wanted me to scream. He wanted me to beg so he could feel justified in his "difficult" choice.

I looked at my lap. My hands were perfectly still.

"Is that it?" I asked.

He flinched. "I’ve set up an account for you. There’s enough in there to get you a place in Seoul. Away from the docks. You can go back to school. You can be whatever you want."

"I'm already what I want," I said. I reached for the door handle.

"Ji-su, wait." He reached out, his hand hovering near my shoulder. He didn't touch me. The heat of him was still there, a ghost of the man who used to hold me until the sun came up. "This is for your safety, too. If you stay with me, they’ll kill you just to prove I’m unfit."

"Don't lie to yourself," I said. I turned to look him in the eye. "You aren't doing this for my safety. You're doing this because you want the chair more than you want me. Just say that. Be a man about it."

His face went hard. The guilt died, replaced by the arrogance of a leader. "Fine. I want the chair. And I’m getting it."

"Good luck with the chair, Tae-oh. I hope it’s comfortable. It’s going to be very quiet."

I opened the door and stepped out into the rain.

"Ji-su! Get back in. It’s freezing. I’ll drive you home."

I didn't look back. I started walking. The rain was heavy now, the kind of spring rain that feels like needles. My thin coat was soaked in seconds.

I heard the car door slam. I heard his footsteps behind me, heavy and fast. He grabbed my arm and spun me around.

"Don't be dramatic," he hissed. "You can't walk to the subway in this. You'll get sick."

I looked at his hand on my arm. His fingers were shaking. He was hurting, too. The bond was screaming at him, clawing at his insides, telling him he was throwing away the only thing that made him real.

I pulled my arm away. I didn't use force. I just moved like he was made of ash.

"I'm not your mate anymore," I said. "You just said it. So you don't get to worry if I get sick. You don't get to worry if I'm cold. You don't get to worry at all."

"Ji-su—"

"Go home, Tae-oh. Go meet your bride."

I turned and walked into the dark. I didn't cry. I couldn't. My chest felt like it had been packed with dry salt. 

Every step away from him felt like a string snapping inside my body. One for the first time he kissed me behind the fish market. One for the night we promised to grow old in a house with a garden. One for every morning I woke up with his head on my chest.

*Snap. Snap. Snap.*

I reached the subway station. The fluorescent lights were flickering. I looked at my reflection in the dark window of the ticket booth. I looked pale. My hair was plastered to my face. I looked like a ghost.

I realized then that I hadn't eaten since breakfast. I had been too busy ironed his shirts for the ceremony. I had spent three hours making sure the collars were crisp so he would look like a King. 

I sat on the hard plastic bench and waited for the last train. 

My phone buzzed in my pocket. A text from him.

*The money is in the account. Please use it.*

I deleted the message. I took the SIM card out of my phone, walked to the trash can, and dropped it in.

The train roared into the station, a wall of wind and noise. I got on. The car was empty except for an old man sleeping at the far end. 

I sat down and watched the lights of Incheon disappear into the tunnel.

I didn't know where I was going. I just knew I couldn't be Ji-su anymore. Ji-su was the girl who loved a wolf. Ji-su was the girl who waited by the pier. 

That girl was dead. 

I leaned my head against the cold glass. 

Across the city, in the high-rise district, the fireworks were going off. I couldn't hear them, but I could imagine them. Red and blue. Just like the karaoke sign. 

Tae-oh would be standing on a balcony now. He would have a glass of champagne in his hand. He would be smiling at a woman with a scent like lilies. He would tell himself he did the right thing. He would tell himself the ache in his chest was just the price of power.

He was wrong. 

The ache wasn't the price. The ache was the debt. And one day, the debt would come due.

I closed my eyes. The train hummed, a low vibration that traveled through my bones. 

I wasn't warm anymore. But for the first time in six years, I was quiet. 

The silence wasn't empty. It was heavy. It was a weapon. And I was going to learn how to carry it. 

As the train crossed the bridge over the Han River, I looked at the black water below. It looked deep. It looked like it could swallow anything. 

I whispered his name one last time. Not a plea. A goodbye. 

The wind whistled through the gaps in the train doors, cold and sharp. It felt like the truth. 

I didn't cry until I reached the end of the line. And even then, I made sure I was the only one who heard it.

    


    
        The Merger Strategy

        Three years is a long time to hold your breath.

The elevator in the Geum-gang Tower is made of brushed steel and mirrors. I stood in the corner, my hands folded over my leather briefcase. My suit was charcoal grey. My hair was pulled back so tight it made my eyes look sharp. I didn't look like the girl who used to sell fish at the Incheon docks. I didn't look like the girl who cried in the rain until her lungs burned.

I looked like a weapon.

The doors opened on the 44th floor. The air changed. It didn't smell like the city anymore. It smelled like cedar, expensive cologne, and the faint, metallic tang of wolves. This was the Baek-ho Pack’s territory. They owned this building. They owned half the skyline.

I walked past the glass walls of the lobby. The employees stopped talking as I passed. They could smell me. A human. A nobody. But I was the lead strategist for the Lee-Suh Group, and today, I held their future in a folder.

The boardroom was at the end of the hall. The doors were heavy oak. 

I pushed them open.

The room was full of men in black suits. They were Alphas. I could feel the pressure of their presence against my skin, like a heavy weight. It used to make me tremble. Now, it just felt like a draft from an open window.

He was at the head of the table.

Tae-oh. 

He didn't look up when I entered. He was staring at a tablet, his jaw set in a hard line. He looked exactly the same, yet entirely different. The boy who used to sleep with his head on my chest was gone. In his place was a King. His shoulders were broader. His hair was cut short, revealing a faint scar on his temple he didn't have three years ago.

"You're late," a voice said.

It was Director Park, Tae-oh’s uncle. The man who had handed me the envelope of money three years ago.

"The traffic in Mapo was bad," I said. My voice was flat. I didn't apologize.

I took the seat at the opposite end of the long table. Tae-oh finally looked up.

His eyes were gold for a split second before they shifted back to dark brown. I felt his gaze travel over my face, searching for the girl he knew. He looked at my neck, looking for the mark that wasn't there. He looked at my hands. 

I opened my briefcase and pulled out the merger proposal.

"Let's begin," I said.

For the next two hours, I dismantled his empire. I spoke about debt-to-equity ratios. I talked about the failing logistics wing in Busan. I showed them how their "merger" with the Choi Group was actually a slow-motion suicide.

The room was silent. The only sound was the hum of the air conditioner and the scratch of Tae-oh’s pen on a notepad. He wasn't taking notes. He was drawing thick, black lines over and over until the paper tore.

"The Lee-Suh Group will provide the capital," I said, sliding a final document across the table. "But we want 40 percent of the land rights in the North District. And we want the executive veto."

Director Park slammed his hand on the table. "That’s a joke. You’re asking for our heart."

"I’m asking for the price of your survival," I replied. 

I looked at Tae-oh. He was staring at me. His eyes were bloodshot. The scent in the room was changing. It was turning bitter. The scent of a wolf who realizes he is being hunted.

"Is this your revenge, Ji-su?" Tae-oh asked.

His voice was a low growl. The other men in the room shifted uncomfortably. 

"This is business, Chairman," I said. I didn't use his name. I hadn't used his name in a thousand days. "Do you want the deal or not?"

Tae-oh stood up. He didn't say a word. He walked out of the room, the heavy doors swinging shut behind him with a thud that echoed in my bones.

***

The meeting ended ten minutes later. The pack elders scurried out like rats. 

I stayed in the room. I needed a moment to breathe. The cold steel of the table felt good against my palms. I closed my eyes and remembered the fish market. The smell of salt. The way Tae-oh used to hold my hand under the table so his father wouldn't see.

*Snap. Snap. Snap.*

The sound of the rain against the window brought me back. It was starting to pour. 

I packed my things and walked to the elevator. When the doors opened, he was standing inside.

He was alone. 

I walked in. I didn't look at him. I stood in my corner. He stood in his.

The elevator began its descent. 

"You look thin," he said.

"I’m healthy," I replied.

"You’re not wearing the ring."

I looked at the floor numbers ticking down. 38. 37. 36.

"I threw it in the Han River," I said. "Three years ago. Around 2:00 AM."

I heard him draw in a sharp breath. He moved closer. I could feel the heat coming off his body. It was a physical force. 

"I did what I had to do, Ji-su. The pack was falling apart. My father was dying. I couldn't choose you and keep them alive."

"I know," I said. "You chose the crown. You should be happy. You’re the King of a glass tower."

"I’m not happy," he whispered. 

He reached out. His hand hovered near my shoulder. He wanted to touch me. I could see his fingers trembling. The Alpha of the Baek-ho Pack, the man who could break a human’s neck with one hand, was shaking.

I stepped back. The movement was small, but it was a wall.

"Don't," I said.

"You still smell like me," he said, his voice breaking. "Deep down. Under the perfume. I can still find my scent on your skin."

"That’s just your memory lying to you, Tae-oh. I scrubbed your scent off a long time ago. I used lye. It left scars."

The elevator hit the lobby. The chime was loud and cheerful. 

I walked out. He followed me. 

Outside, the rain was a grey curtain. The streetlights were flickering. It looked like the night he left me. 

My car was waiting at the curb. My driver opened the door.

"Ji-su!" Tae-oh called out.

I stopped. I didn't turn around. 

"The merger," he said. He was standing in the rain. His expensive suit was getting ruined. "I’ll sign it. Every word. Just... come back tomorrow. To discuss the details."

"My assistant will handle the details," I said.

"Please."

That word. It was a small, broken thing. It didn't belong in his mouth. 

I looked back at him over my shoulder. He looked small in the rain. The power, the status, the pack—none of it was protecting him from the cold. 

"The debt is high, Tae-oh," I said. 

"I'll pay it. Anything."

I got into the car. I watched him through the window as we pulled away. He stayed there, standing in the middle of the sidewalk, a King without a kingdom, getting soaked to the bone.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out a small piece of paper. It was the note he had left me three years ago. *I'm sorry. Stay alive.*

I rolled down the window and let the wind take it. 

I didn't feel happy. I didn't feel sad. I just felt the cold weight of the briefcase on my lap. 

I looked at my reflection in the dark glass. My eyes were empty. 

He thought signing a paper would fix it. He thought money or power could bridge the gap. He didn't understand that when you kill someone's heart, you don't get to ask for it back just because you're lonely.

The car moved through the streets of Gangnam, passing the neon signs and the crowded bars. 

I thought about the fish market in Incheon. I thought about the house with the garden we never built. 

The silence in the car was heavy. It was a weapon. And for the first time, I knew how to use it. 

I closed my eyes. 

I could still smell the rain and the steel. But for the first time in three years, I didn't feel like I was drowning.

I was the water. 

And water doesn't forgive. It just erodes everything until there is nothing left but stone.

The car turned the corner, and the Baek-ho tower disappeared into the fog. 

The first payment was made. But the interest was going to be a bitch.

    


    
        Inconvenient Biology

        The morning light in Mapo was the color of a bruised plum. 

I woke up at 5:00 AM. I didn't need an alarm. My body was a clock set to a time that no longer existed. I sat on the edge of my bed in my new apartment. It was all glass and white marble. It was cold. I liked it that way.

In the kitchen, I made tea. I didn't use sugar. I didn't use milk. I just watched the steam rise. 

My phone buzzed on the counter. It was a message from my assistant, Min-ho.

*Baek-ho Group signed the initial terms. They are asking for a face-to-face to finalize the land rights in Mapo.*

I stared at the screen. I knew what Tae-oh was doing. He wasn't interested in land rights. He was chasing a ghost. 

"Tell them I am busy," I typed. "Send the legal team."

I put the phone face down. 

My skin felt tight. There was a dull ache behind my ribs. It was the bond. It was a vestigial organ, like an appendix. It served no purpose, but it could still burst and kill you. 

Biologically, I was his. Every cell in my body was programmed to find him, to protect him, to bear his mark. But the mind is stronger than the blood. I had spent three years teaching my mind to hate what my blood craved.

***

Tae-oh sat in his office on the 48th floor. The air conditioning was humming, but he was sweating. 

He looked at the door every time it opened. He was waiting for a scent. He was waiting for that sharp, clean smell of winter air and cedar that belonged to Ji-su. 

Instead, a man in a grey suit walked in. 

"Mr. Do," the man said. "I am the head of the legal department for Ji-su’s firm. She couldn't make it."

Tae-oh didn't move. He sat behind his massive desk. He looked like a king, but his lungs felt like they were filled with wet sand. 

"Where is she?" Tae-oh asked. His voice was sandpaper.

"She is on-site at the Mapo development," the lawyer said. He laid out the papers. "She felt her presence wasn't required for these formalities."

Tae-oh’s claws notched the mahogany of his desk. He didn't care about the land. He didn't care about the billions of won at stake. He could feel the tether between them stretching. It was thin, frayed, and vibrating with a low, painful frequency.

He stood up. 

"The meeting is over," he said.

"Sir? We haven't discussed the zoning—"

Tae-oh walked out. He didn't take his coat. He didn't take his security detail. He just followed the pull in his gut. It was a sickening, magnetic force. It led him toward the river.

***

The Mapo construction site was a skeleton of steel and concrete. It was loud. The sound of jackhammers drowned out the world.

I wore a hard hat and a long black coat. I stood on the edge of the foundation, looking down into the deep pit. 

The wind off the Han River was biting. It smelled of silt and old metal. 

I heard him before I saw him. 

His footsteps were heavy. He wasn't trying to be quiet. He was an Alpha. He was used to the world moving out of his way.

I didn't turn around. I watched a crane lift a bundle of rebar. 

"You're avoiding me," Tae-oh said. 

He was standing ten feet away. He looked haggard. The circles under his eyes were dark. His expensive shirt was wrinkled. This was the man who had chosen the pack’s purity over our bond. This was the man who had told me, three years ago, that a "half-breed" mate would weaken his lineage. 

"I’m working," I said. My voice was flat. "This is a billion-dollar project. I don't have time for games."

"This isn't a game, Ji-su. My wolf is... he’s sick. Since I saw you last night, I can't eat. I can't sleep."

"That’s just biology, Tae-oh. It’s an inconvenience. Take a sedative."

He moved closer. The air around him was hot. I could feel the heat radiating off him. My own pulse began to thud in my ears. My inner wolf, the part of me I had beaten into silence, started to whine. It wanted to turn around. It wanted to press its face into his neck.

I gripped the railing until the metal bit into my palms.

"I made a mistake," he whispered. 

The words were heavy. They hung in the air between us, competing with the noise of the construction. 

"You made a choice," I corrected him. I finally turned. 

He winced when he saw my eyes. I knew what he saw. He saw the girl who used to wait for him with a smile. But that girl was buried under three years of concrete.

"I did what I had to for the pack," he said. "The elders... they would have stripped me of everything. I thought I could live without you. I thought the bond would fade."

"And did it?"

"No," he said. He looked at his hands. They were shaking. "It got louder. Every day. Every woman they set me up with... they smelled like ash. Like nothing. I searched for you. For years."

"You didn't search hard enough," I said. "I wasn't hiding. I was building. I was becoming someone who didn't need an Alpha to tell her she was allowed to exist."

He reached out. He didn't touch me, but his hand was close enough that I could feel the static in the air. 

"Ji-su. Please. Just... let me scent you. Just for a second. The fever will go down."

It was a pathetic request. An Alpha begging for a crumb of a bond he had broken. 

Biology is a cruel thing. My body wanted to give it to him. My neck felt bare. My skin felt itchy. The primal part of my brain told me that if I let him lean in, the ache in my chest would stop. The shivering would end.

I stepped back. 

The distance between us grew by two feet. I saw him flinch as if I had struck him.

"No," I said.

"It hurts," he groaned. He leaned his forehead against a cold steel pillar. "It feels like my blood is boiling."

"Good," I said. "Let it boil. That’s what it felt like when you left me at the station in the rain. I thought I was dying. I didn't have a pack to take care of me. I didn't have a title to hide behind. I just had the pain."

I walked toward him. I didn't stop until I was inches away. He looked up, hope sparking in his eyes. 

I leaned in, my lips close to his ear. I could smell him now—earth, rain, and a hint of something bitter. Self-disgust.

"You want to know the secret to surviving the rejection, Tae-oh?" I whispered.

He held his breath.

"You have to let the part of you that loves the other person die. You have to watch it happen. You have to feel the heart stop beating. And then, you have to get up and go to work the next day."

I pulled back. The hope in his eyes was gone. It had been replaced by a hollow, terrifying realization. 

"I'm not your mate anymore," I said. "I'm your business partner. If you can't handle the biology, sell your shares and leave Seoul."

I walked past him. My heels clicked on the plywood walkway. 

"Ji-su!" 

I didn't stop. 

"I'll sign the Mapo rights!" he shouted after me. "I'll give you the bridge. I'll give you everything!"

I kept walking. 

I reached my car. Min-ho was holding the door open. 

"Are you alright, Ma'am?" he asked. He looked concerned. He was a beta, but even he could feel the tension in the air.

"I’m fine," I said. 

I got into the back seat. I pulled a bottle of water from the console and took a sip. My hands were steady. 

But as the car pulled away, I looked at the side mirror. 

Tae-oh was still standing by that steel pillar. He looked like a man standing on a sinking ship. He was the most powerful werewolf in the country, and he was completely, utterly powerless.

I touched the back of my neck. The skin was cold. 

The bond was screaming. It was a high, thin sound in the back of my skull. It told me I was hurting him. It told me I was killing myself.

I turned up the radio. A news report about the stock market filled the car. 

I looked out the window at the Han River. The water was grey and deep. It didn't care about Alphas or mates. It just kept moving. 

I realized then that I hadn't told him the whole truth. 

The part of me that loved him hadn't died quietly. It had screamed for a long time. It had clawed at the walls of my heart until its fingers were bloody. 

And even now, as I watched his figure disappear in the distance, that part of me was still there. It was just a ghost now. 

And ghosts don't need to be fed.

I closed my eyes. 

The biological debt was being paid. But the interest was the silence. And the silence was becoming the only thing I had left.

The car crossed the bridge, leaving the construction site behind. 

In my pocket, my phone buzzed. A notification from the bank. 

The first transfer from Baek-ho Group had cleared. 

I didn't feel rich. I just felt heavy. 

I looked at the grey sky and wondered how long a wolf could live with a boiling heart before it finally stopped. 

I hoped it took a long time. 

I wanted him to feel every second of it.

    


    
        The Wire Transfer

        The notification on my phone screen was bright in the dark bedroom. 

*Deposit: 50,000,000 KRW. Remitter: Baek-ho Group.*

I stared at it until the screen went black. Then I rolled over and looked at the wall. It was 4:00 AM. In the Mapo district, the early buses were already humming through the streets. 

That money was the first installment for the land rights. It was also the price of my silence. Tae-oh thought that if he filled my bank account, he could quiet the howling in his own chest. 

He was wrong. Money doesn't have a scent. It doesn't have a heartbeat. It can’t replace the smell of pine and rain that used to live on his skin.

I got up. My apartment was small, clean, and empty. I liked it that way. No pack markers. No Alpha's scent. Just the smell of my own detergent and the cold air coming through the window.

I dressed in a grey suit. I tied my hair back so tight it pulled at my scalp. I needed to feel that sharp pain. It kept me grounded. 

The elevator ride down was silent. In the lobby, the night doorman bowed. He didn't know I was a rejected mate. He just saw a woman with a high-limit credit card and a cold face.

I walked to a small kimbap shop near the station. The woman behind the counter didn't look up. She just rolled the rice and seaweed with practiced, tired hands. 

"One tuna kimbap," I said.

My phone buzzed again. 

*Tae-oh: Did you get the transfer?*

I didn't reply. I took my food and walked to the office.

The Baek-ho Group headquarters was a tower of glass and steel. It was built on the site of an old pack house. They had cleared away the trees and the dirt to make room for marble floors. 

When I walked into the lobby, the security guards straightened their backs. They were wolves. They could smell the "business partner" status on me, but they also smelled the ghost of the bond. It made them nervous.

I went to the 22nd floor. Tae-oh’s office was at the end of the hall. 

I didn't knock. I walked in.

Tae-oh was standing by the floor-to-ceiling window. He wasn't wearing his suit jacket. His white shirt was wrinkled at the elbows. He looked like he hadn't slept in three days. 

There was a bottle of expensive whiskey on his desk. It was unopened. 

"You're early," he said. He didn't turn around. His voice was gravelly. 

"The transfer cleared," I said. "I’m here for the signatures on the Phase Two contracts."

He finally turned. His eyes were bloodshot. The golden ring around his pupils—the mark of an Alpha—was dull. 

"Is that all you have to say, Ji-su? Five billion won hits your account and you want to talk about Phase Two?"

"The money was the agreement," I said. "I don't get paid to talk about feelings. I get paid to deliver the Mapo bridge project."

He walked toward me. He stopped three feet away. The air between us felt heavy, like the humidity before a storm. I could smell the self-disgust on him. It smelled like burnt sugar and old sweat. 

He reached out his hand, then stopped. He gripped the edge of his desk instead. His knuckles were white. 

"I saw you yesterday," he whispered. "At the construction site. You looked... thin."

"I eat enough," I said. 

"I can't sleep," he said. He wasn't looking at me now. He was looking at my shoes. "Every time I close my eyes, I feel the snap. Like a bone breaking. I didn't think it would stay broken this long."

"It's not a bone, Tae-oh. It's the bond. You tore it. It doesn't knit back together just because you’ve realized you’re lonely."

He looked up, his eyes searching mine. He was looking for a crack. A sign of the girl who used to wait for him by the river with a thermos of hot tea. 

He found nothing. I made sure of it.

"I made a mistake," he said. The words were quiet. In the wolf world, an Alpha admitting a mistake is a sign of a collapsing pack. "The elders... they said the merger required a different kind of mate. A political one. I thought I could ignore the pull."

"You did ignore it," I reminded him. "For two years. You did a very good job."

He winced. "I thought if I gave you the company shares, if I made sure you were the most powerful woman in Seoul, you’d understand. I thought I was protecting you."

"You weren't protecting me," I said. I stepped closer. I wanted him to see my eyes. "You were buying a clear conscience. But the price went up. That wire transfer this morning? That was just the interest."

I pulled a leather folder from my bag and laid it on the desk. 

"Sign the documents, Tae-oh. I have a 10:00 AM meeting with the architects."

He stared at the folder. He didn't move. 

The silence stretched. It was a thick, suffocating thing. A clock ticked on the wall. Somewhere outside, a siren wailed. 

He picked up a pen. His hand was shaking—just a little. A tremor that no human would see, but I saw it. 

He signed the papers. He pressed the pen so hard the tip almost ripped the paper. 

"There," he said. He threw the pen on the desk. It rolled and fell to the floor. "You have the power. You have the money. Are you happy?"

"I'm professional," I said. "Happiness is for people who still believe in mates."

I picked up the folder. I turned to leave.

"Ji-su," he called out. 

I stopped, but I didn't turn back. 

"Does it still hurt?" he asked. 

I looked at the handle of the door. It was cold steel. 

"No," I lied. "It just feels like nothing. Which is worse."

I walked out of the office. 

In the hallway, I passed his new wife. She was a high-ranking wolf from the Busan pack. She was beautiful, dressed in silk, smelling of expensive perfume and anxiety. 

She stopped when she saw me. She looked at my face, then at the folder in my hand. She knew what was in that office. She knew her husband was rotting from the inside out. 

I bowed to her. It was a shallow, mocking bow. 

"The Alpha is ready for you," I said. 

I didn't wait for her to speak. I walked to the elevator. 

When the doors closed, I finally let out my breath. My chest felt like it was being crushed by a vice. The bond was pulling, screaming at me to go back, to touch his hand, to tell him it was okay. 

I leaned my head against the cold metal wall. 

My phone buzzed. Another notification. 

*Scheduled Transfer: Monthly Maintenance. 10,000,000 KRW.*

This was the money he sent to my mother’s nursing home. He thought that by taking care of my family, he could earn a way back. 

I took a deep breath and straightened my jacket. 

I went to the ground floor and walked out into the Seoul rain. It was a cold, grey drizzle that soaked into everything. 

I didn't have an umbrella. I didn't care. 

I walked toward the subway station. I merged with the crowd of office workers. Thousands of people, all carrying their own secrets, their own debts, their own broken hearts. 

Tae-oh was back in his tower, surrounded by glass and money. He was the king of the wolves. And he was starving. 

I reached the turnstile and scanned my card. 

The balance popped up on the little screen. It was more money than I could spend in a lifetime. 

I felt absolutely nothing. 

I walked onto the platform and waited for the train. The wind from the tunnel blew my hair loose. 

I thought about the bridge we were building in Mapo. It was made of concrete and steel. It was designed to last a hundred years. 

Relationships were different. They were made of glass. Once they shattered, you could sweep up the pieces, but you could never drink from the glass again. You’d just bleed.

The train roared into the station. I stepped inside. 

I sat down and looked at my reflection in the dark window. 

I looked like a success. I looked like a woman who had won. 

But as the train sped into the dark tunnel, I touched the spot on my neck where the mark used to be. The skin was smooth. The scar was internal. 

The wire transfer was complete. 

The debt was paid. 

And we were both poorer than we had ever been.


