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IT WAS A SUNNY DAY in Korea.

I, Kim Ji-ah, woke up drenched in sweat, heart pounding like I’d sprinted through hell. Two tiny devils pressed against my chest. The twins—my younger siblings—were sprawled across me like smug octopuses, snoring after kicking me in their sleep.

“Ugh... get off, you goblins,” I muttered, shoving them away with the grace of a war survivor.

As I sat up, everything felt... wrong.

The squeaky ceiling fan. The faded pink curtains. The dent in the wardrobe. The tangled headphone wires.

And in my hand—not my sleek new phone, but a cracked Nokia brick.

My heart skipped. On the wall, the K-pop posters I’d once ripped down were back. Untouched.

No. This wasn’t a dream.

I had regressed.

The calendar confirmed it: fifteen years old. One month before my mother’s death.

Then—her voice.

“Kids! Breakfast!”

Alive. Real. My mom’s voice.

Tears stung. I wiped them away before the twins saw. We shuffled into the kitchen: chaos, clanging pans, the twins fighting over eggs. Dad slid meat from his bowl into mine, wordless. Mom frowned at burnt jeon. Ordinary, messy, perfect.

I hugged her from behind.

She flinched. “What’s gotten into you?”

“I missed you, Mom,” I whispered.

No one else remembered. But I did.

My mom was murdered by mafias.

And this time, I would stop it.

—
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MOM DIDN’T DIE IN AN accident.

She was murdered.

Because she helped a little boy escape the mafia. Hide him when they came looking. Protected him until the day they made her pay for it.

They slit her throat like she was disposable.

And the police... they covered it up. Called it robbery gone wrong.

But that wasn’t the truth.

My father was the one who told me. He gave up after Mom died—saying digging further would only endanger us, her children.

But now I know.

And this time, I will change it.

——————
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MY MOM, KIM EUN-JI, was a detective.

The kind who wore red lipstick while snapping a suspect's wrist like it was nothing. She wasn't just beautiful—she was dangerous. Grace wrapped in steel.

I once watched her take down a drunk man twice her size at the bus stop. One moment, he was yelling at some girl. The next, he was on the ground, face in gravel, her heel on his back like it was choreographed.

That was my mom.

And I was her daughter.

While other girls were trading stickers or learning makeup, I was learning how to break a grip, dodge a strike, and breathe through pain.

Dad—Kim Kyu-bok—was a cop. A gentle one. He taught me how to clean wounds and load a gun before I was ten.

Maybe that's why no one messed with me at school. I was a walking warning label with pigtails.

—
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BUT NONE OF THAT STRENGTH mattered when the world shattered.

I don't remember every detail. Just the phone call. The shouting. My teacher's pale face. The rush to the hospital.

The lobby reeked of antiseptic and panic. Everything was spinning.

I saw a boy—maybe fourteen —sitting with an officer, face pale.

Then Dad. Slumped on the floor. Not crying. Just silent. His shoulders were shaking like they were trying to hold up a collapsing sky.

I ran.

I ran harder than I ever had.

But when I found her—

She was already gone.

Her throat had been slit.

There was so much blood.

It soaked the sheets. The floor. My shoes. My breath.

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Just... nothing.

Time stopped.

—
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DAD DIDN'T SPEAK.

He didn't cry.

He just sat there, holding her ID badge, blood crusted on the edges. He clutched it like it was her heart still beating in his palm.

He never let go of it. Not that night. Not for years.

He never remarried. Not in my last life. Not ever.

His love was the kind you buried with the body.

—
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BUT THE WORST WASN'T watching him break.

It was the twins.

They didn't understand. They were barely eight years old.

My brother kept asking why Mom wasn't picking him up from school, sat by the window for days, watching shadows.

He clutched a broken crayon.

He hugged a pair of Mom's old gloves.

What do you say to that?

I didn't have answers. Just arms.

So I held them and whispered, "It's okay, it's okay," even when I knew it wasn't.

Even when I was drowning too.

That night, I stopped being just a sister.

I became everything they lost.

—
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IT WASN'T ALL DARKNESS.

They tried. God, they tried.

My little brother folded laundry like origami nightmares, made me burnt toast with jam smiley faces.

We laughed. We lived.

Until puberty came like a wrecking ball.

They pulled away.

Rolled eyes. Slammed doors.

"Stop acting like our mom," they said.

It cut deeper than a knife.

Not because they were wrong. But because they were right.

—
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THE NEXT MORNING, AFTER breakfast, Dad dropped them at school.

I said I was going too. I lied.

My head was too full of ghosts.

I texted Ha-rin. She showed up in a hoodie ten times too big, holding two iced coffees and no judgment.

"Are you skipping again?" she asked, flopping beside me on the park bench.

"I needed space."

We watched birds hop around. Some kid screamed near the swings. A wind stirred my guilt.

After a long silence, I turned to her. "Ha-rin... if I told you I died when I was twenty-three and came back... would you believe me?"

––––––––
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HA-RIN WASN'T JUST my best friend.

She was the daughter of Zilca, Korea's biggest fashion brand—born into a life of silk, chauffeurs, and limited-edition bags. The kind of girl you'd expect to turn her back the moment life got messy.

But when our world fell apart—when relatives treated us like a bad rumor and neighbors avoided our door—Ha-rin stayed.

She fed the twins. Helped with their homework. Slipped me envelopes of cash, calling it "extra pocket money," so I wouldn't feel ashamed. And when I broke down from exhaustion or grief, she pretended not to notice—just quietly picked up the slack.

She wasn't just a friend. She was family.

—
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WE WERE SITTING ON the swings outside her house, drinks in hand, shoes scraping the dirt.

I finally asked what had been burning in my chest for some days.

"Ha-rin... what would you say if I told you I died?"

She choked on her iced Americano, hacking and slapping her chest. "What the hell?! Are you high?"

I shrugged. "Forget it."

She squinted at me. "Wait. You're serious?"

A breeze blew my hair into my face. Hers whipped into her eyes. The moment that was supposed to be emotional became a slapstick mess.

"Haa... even the universe won't let me be dramatic," I muttered, fixing my bangs.

"Tell me."

I hesitated.

"Ji-ah," she said, eyes narrowing. "You're not the type to joke with that face. Spill."

My voice cracked. "I love you." She didn't change, she is still my Ha-rin. I jumped to kiss her, but she dodged it like a bullet.

She blinked. Then softened. "Okay. Go."

After that I told her.

Everything.

How I'd died at 23. How Mom was murdered by the mafia for helping a child escape their grip. How Dad shut down. How I raised the twins alone. How I died after graduation in an accident.

And how I'd opened my eyes again... fifteen years old.

She didn't interrupt. Just listened—quiet, focused, the way only she could.

When I finally stopped, she sipped her drink.

"Then maybe," she said slowly, "this time... you can save your mom."

My chest clenched.

"That's why you came back, Ji-ah. This is your second chance. Let's not waste it."

——————-
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THAT NIGHT, WE CAMPED in her room—wrapped in designer blankets, candles flickering like we were plotting a heist instead of rewriting fate.

We made a plan.

Follow Mom after her shift. Watch. Learn. Find the thread that started everything.

We packed essentials:

– A flashlight (because we were dramatic).

– Chewing gum (to look cool under streetlights).

– And a third member: Ha-rin's long-time admirer, desperate for her attention since middle school. We told him it was a dare from my conservative parents. He didn't ask questions.

(He ends up dating her in my past life—but that's a future headache.)

He'd guard the front while we snuck through the back of Mom's office.

Right before we left, Ha-rin zipped her jacket and looked at me.

"Ji-ah," she said, "if you hesitate now, you'll regret it forever.”

I clenched my fist from determination, said while looking in her eyes” I know, because I am not alone.” 

She held my hand.

———-
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I STOLE THE KEY FROM Mom. Simple. I knew exactly where she kept it.

We dressed in black. Not full ninja mode, just dark enough to blend into the night. But the truth is, we still looked like two idiots trying to cosplay burglars, okay.

Once we got inside the office, I didn't even waste time admiring the place. I knew what I came for. I headed straight to the filing cabinet, fingers trembling.

"Please be here... please..." I whispered under my breath, flipping through folders like a madwoman.

And then I saw it.

A photograph.

Clipped neatly to the edge of a thick, sealed file.

Choi Kang-Dae.

A 14 years old.

Height: 5’ 8”

Black hair. Blue eyes—cold, sharp, like the ocean during a storm. Beautiful, but in the kind of way that makes your chest tighten.

My breath hitched.

Why is a child on a wanted list?

What kind of file is this?

I opened the folder slowly. Medical history. Surveillance notes. Keywords underlined in red—classified, unauthorized, threat, containment.

And that same boy—smiling faintly in the photo. He didn't look dangerous. He looked... sad. Wounded. Like someone who'd lost everything.

I couldn't stop staring. Was this the boy my mother tried to save?

Because my mother wasn't stupid. She wasn't reckless. She wouldn't just risk everything for someone unworthy.

Unless... unless he wasn't the monster.

Unless someone else was.

But then who killed her?

Was it him?

––––––––
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I TOOK QUICK PHOTOS of the file, trying to steady my hand. My fingers were clammy, and I was shaking a little. I turned to Ha-rin, whose eyes were already wide.

"Let's go," I whispered.

We snuck back out and went straight to her house. I'd already told Mom I was staying over. She didn't suspect anything.

But I couldn't sleep.

Not even a minute.

I lay in Ha-rin's room, staring at the ceiling, while she snored lightly beside me.

My mind was burning with questions.

Who is this boy?

What was he to my mother?

What really happened that day?

And what exactly did I just walk into?

One thing I was sure of—

We only had 25 days left to stop it all from happening again.

———-
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I ASKED MY MOTHER IF I could take a sick leave from school.

I'm in the 4th year of secondary school.

And I don't usually skip classes—I'm a diligent student. Guess I got that from my parents.

Mom looked at me closely and asked, "What's wrong? I've been observing you since yesterday. You seem... troubled. Are you being bullied at school?" She looked worried. She sat on my bed and patted my head.

I nodded. "Yes."

She held my hand, kissed my forehead and offered her help. 

She immediately asked if she should intervene.

I shook my head. "I'll take care of it. Just... let me skip school for a week." While squeezing her hand, as if I am trying to tell her something from it.

She didn't ask any more questions. Maybe she sensed something.

Besides, after one week, it will be July 21st.

Summer holidays begin then...

And my mother died exactly eighteen ays after that.

———
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KIM DAE-HYUN AND KIM Dae-yoon—my sweet twin brothers.

Dae-hyun doesn't express himself much, but he's brilliant. Quiet, like a cat who reads books.

Dae-yoon is the opposite—loud, athletic, always needing attention.

They were always like that.

Until puberty hit.

Now?

They're like two overgrown cats who refuse to leave me alone.

Still... I can't help but love them. Not because they are my siblings because they are part of my body.

This morning, they sat on either side of me and asked if I'd play with them.

I said yes—if they behaved well today.

I even packed their lunches and sent them off to school with a smile.

————-
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AFTER MY MOTHER LEFT for work, I secretly followed her. This is what I planned. I wore a hoodie and rode my bicycle. It was not hard to follow her as my mom's office was not far from our home.

After following her for an entire day, I found nothing.

Next day-

I saw her speaking to a strange man in an alley.

I couldn't hear the whole conversation—just one line from him:

"You could lose your life. It's very dangerous."

My mother didn't even flinch. As if she knew what it cost. But my heart sank. Knowing my mother was aware that she could die in this process. For a second I almost hated my mom for it.

I controlled my emotions and tears. And focused on their conversation.

––––––––
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SHE SIMPLY REPLIED,

"I can't leave a child like that."

I didn't understand much of their conversation, but one thing was clear—Mom was involved in something dangerous.

I wanted her to stop, but I knew my mother well. She was righteous to a fault, unable to ignore anyone in need—even if it cost her life.

So, I secretly installed a GPS tracker in her phone, a few days ago.

From that day on, I began following her without her knowledge, because I knew if she noticed, she would confront me and shut me out.

That noon  the location pinged in an industrial area on the edge of town—a place full of shuttered factories and rusting warehouses. No one went there unless they had a reason. I parked my scooter in a dark alley and followed her signal on foot.

I saw my mom entering an abandoned building—it looked like she was searching the area. Her flashlight flickered across the cracked concrete floor and graffiti-stained walls.

Inside, there was a boy tied to a chair, surrounded by several goons.

It was him. Choi Kang-Dae.

Why was he bound like that? And why were there so many men guarding just one boy?

My mom and her team launched into action, fighting the group head-on. I watched from behind a broken pillar, frozen. The fight was raw and fast—her team moved like they'd done this a hundred times.

There were six attackers in total, and during the chaos, two of them tried to smuggle Choi Kang-Dae out through the backdoor.

Without thinking, I rushed in that direction. My legs moved before my brain could protest.

As my mom's team kept the others busy, I pulled out the pepper spray from my hoodie pocket and hit one guy in the eyes. He screamed, clutching his face and stumbling back. The other one charged, but I kicked him hard in the groin, and he collapsed with a wheeze.

Then I grabbed the boy by the wrist and shouted, "Come on!"

We ran.

We didn't stop until we reached the main road. Neon signs blurred past as we sprinted toward the light and noise of the city. Eventually, we ducked into a 24-hour convenience store, the glass door sliding shut behind us with a ding.

Panting, we caught our breath near the back, behind a rack of instant noodles and rice crackers. I immediately pulled out my phone and called Dad. My fingers trembled as I spoke.
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