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A Note on Safe Reading




Hello, reader.




Before you begin, I want to emphasize that this is a dark romance novel created for adult audiences. Your emotional and mental safety is important, and I encourage you to read this warning carefully. 




This story delves into extremely challenging themes. It is a fictional narrative that explores the darkest corners of love and obsession. It contains unambiguous scenes of non-consensual intercourse, graphic sexual descriptions, and intense psychological distress.




Please be mindful of your personal limits. It is perfectly okay to step away or stop reading if the story becomes overwhelming. This book is an intense experience by design, and I want you to be prepared for the journey.




Take care of yourself first.




-Qaelthe Moon-
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Prologue: The First Ghost








The therapist’s office was a carefully curated void. The walls were the colour of forgetting, a bland, unassuming beige that absorbed sound and emotion with equal, placid indifference. The air, filtered and climate-controlled, smelled of nothing at all—not of the rain lashing against the window, not of the city’s exhaust, not even of the faint, cloying scent of the jasmine tea Dr. Ahn had placed on the low table between them. It was a room designed to be a blank slate, a place where a man could theoretically unburden himself without fear of judgment from the very furniture. For two years, Jae-hyun had treated it as such, carefully painting a portrait of his own madness, a narrative so polished and practiced it had become a shield.




He had spoken of Min-jun. Oh, he had spoken of Min-jun with the obsessive, circular logic of a devotee. He had dissected his worship, his violation, his fall from grace as the trainee Jaden, and his rebirth as the ghost in the walls. He had offered up the story of the sasaeng as a grand, operatic tragedy, and Dr. Ahn, with her gentle, probing questions and her infuriatingly calm eyes, had accepted it.




But today, she had deviated from the script.




“We’ve talked a lot about your time at the agency, Jae-hyun,” she said, her voice a low, steady hum that had, on more than one occasion, felt like the only anchor in a storm-tossed sea. Her pen, a simple silver instrument, hovered over a fresh page in her leather-bound notebook. “About Min-jun. But I want to go back further. Before all of that. Before the singing, before the dancing.”




Jae-hyun’s gaze drifted past her, to the window where raindrops traced frantic, chaotic paths down the glass. The Seoul skyline was a smudge of grey and neon, a world he was still learning how to exist in again. Before? The word was a locked door at the end of a long, dark corridor in his mind. A corridor he never walked down. The story of Jaden, the trainee, was a convenient place to begin his history of ruin. It was a clean fracture. What came before was a place of dust and echoes, a truth far more foundational and, therefore, far more terrifying.




“There’s not much to tell,” he murmured, the lie a familiar weight on his tongue. It was a line he had used before, a polite dead-end.




“Humor me,” Dr. Ahn said, her placid smile not quite reaching her eyes. She had the patience of a glacier. “You mentioned once, a long time ago, something about an injury.”




An injury.




The word wasn’t a key. It was a sledgehammer. It didn’t unlock the door; it shattered it, and the dust and echoes of that forgotten corridor rushed out, choking him. The sterile, beige nothingness of the office dissolved, and in its place, a sensory ghost rose with breathtaking, sickening clarity. The air grew thick, heavy with the sharp, metallic tang of chalk dust, the acrid bite of sweat, and the faint, underlying smell of old leather and disinfectant. The gentle hum of the building’s ventilation became the rhythmic, percussive soundtrack of his former life: the squeak of grips on a steel bar, the dull, resonant thud of bodies hitting padded mats, the sharp, barking commands of a coach whose voice could flay skin.




A memory, not recalled but relived, bloomed in the center of the room.




He is fourteen. His name is Lee Jae-hyun, and his body is a weapon. It is a tightly coiled spring of sinew and muscle, honed by a decade of relentless, punishing work. Every fiber is tuned for a single purpose: to defy gravity. He stands at the edge of the mat, the world a blur of indistinct faces and bright lights beyond the focused square of the competition floor. The chalk on his palms is a fine, white powder, a ritualistic coating. The parallel bars gleam under the harsh gymnasium lights, two stoic, unforgiving lines waiting to be conquered. He can feel the held breath of the judges, a panel of impassive gods who will decide his fate. He can feel the anxious, radiating energy of his coach, Mr. Park, whose entire career feels funneled into this single point in time. He can feel the silent, desperate prayer of his parents in the stands, their sacrifices a heavy, invisible cloak upon his young shoulders.




He launches himself forward.




The world explodes into a controlled chaos of motion. He is a blur, a symphony of muscle and momentum, of torque and trajectory. For a handful of seconds that stretch into an eternity, he is no longer a boy. He is a creature of the air. He is a bird, a dart, a thing of impossible grace. He is defying the fundamental laws of the universe that chain other mortals to the ground. He is, in that moment, perfect.




And then, the crack.




It is not a sound for the audience. It is not a dramatic, theatrical noise. It is a small, intimate, internal pop. A sound felt deep in the bones of his left ankle rather than heard with his ears. It is the sound of a dream shattering into a million irreparable pieces. It is the sound of his first erasure. The sound of the first ghost being born.




The beige room, the silent tea, the patient doctor—it all swam back into a dizzying, nauseating focus. Jae-hyun’s right hand had moved without his permission, his fingers wrapping around his left ankle, tracing the ghost of a pain that had never truly left him. It was a phantom ache, a permanent resident in the house of his body.




“Jae-hyun?” Dr. Ahn’s voice was softer now, cautious, the voice of someone approaching a wounded animal.




He lifted his head, his eyes meeting hers. The carefully constructed dam of the sasaeng, of Jaden, of Min-jun, began to crumble, washed away by a flood of a much older, deeper grief. The story he had been telling for two years was just a single, bloody chapter. The book of his haunting was so much longer.




“It wasn't just an injury,” Jae-hyun said, his voice a raw, unused thing, scraped from the bottom of his throat. “It was the first time I disappeared.”




◆◆◆


The Religion of Flight





Before the music, there was the mat. Before the stage, there was the high bar. Before the roar of a stadium filled with adoring fans, there was the tense, suffocating silence of a gymnasium where five judges held your entire world in the palms of their hands. For Lee Jae-hyun, at fourteen, gymnastics was not a sport. It was a religion, and the National Training Center was his cathedral, his monastery, his prison.




His life was a litany of corrections, a rosary of pain. His days were measured not in hours, but in increments of perfection: a pointed toe, a locked elbow, a stuck landing. His prayers were the silent, desperate pleas for his body to obey, to bend, to fly, to hold. He rose before the sun had even begun to stain the eastern sky, his small, wiry body already a tightly knotted rope of aches as he moved through the first stretches of the day in the cold, sterile air of the dorms. His father, a man whose own athletic ambitions had been ground to dust by the harsh realities of life, would drive him the final kilometers to the center, the silence in the car a physical thing, thick and heavy with the weight of unspoken expectations. Every kilometer was a reminder of the money spent, the sacrifices made, the dream that was no longer just his own, but a collective family burden.




Jae-hyun was a prodigy. The word followed him like a shadow, whispered by other parents, acknowledged with grudging nods by other coaches. He possessed a fluid, innate grace, a fearless, almost reckless spirit, and a body that seemed to have been carved from the very air it was meant to conquer. His coach, a hawk-faced, perpetually grim man named Mr. Park, had seen it the first day Jae-hyun had walked into his gym. He saw the raw, uncut diamond of a champion, and he had dedicated himself to shaping it with the harshest, most unforgiving tools at his disposal.




“Higher, Lee Jae-hyun! Your legs are sloppy! Do you want to look like a flapping fish for the judges?” his voice would bark, echoing through the cavernous gym.




“Point your toes! God gave you ankles for a reason! Use them or I’ll break them for you!”




The training was a relentless, methodical assault on the boundaries of boyhood. It was a daily crucifixion. His hands were a permanent, raw landscape of torn calluses, bloody rips, and thick, yellowed skin. His muscles existed in a constant state of screaming protest. His joints felt perpetually ground down, ancient and weary. But Jae-hyun, in the twisted logic of his world, welcomed the pain. Pain was the currency of progress. Pain was the proof of devotion. Pain was the price of admission to the sky.




His world was a claustrophobic triangle, the points being the chalk-dusted air of the gym, the sterile, impersonal dorm room he shared with three other boys, and the classrooms where he fought a losing battle against a sleep that was as deep and profound as a coma. His teammates were his only brothers, a small, isolated tribe of boys bonded by the unique, shared trauma of their sacrifice. They were all chasing the same singular, blindingly bright dream: the Olympics. They competed with a ferocity that could border on viciousness, yet they were also each other’s only support. They taped each other’s bruised wrists, shared hoarded ramen packets after curfew, and understood the silent language of a pained grimace or a look of utter exhaustion in a way no outsider ever could.




And among them, Jae-hyun was the star. The anointed one. He was the one they all stopped to watch, the one whose routines possessed an extra spark of artistry, a breathtaking, almost dangerous beauty that set him apart. When he was on the pommel horse, his body was a fluid, unbroken line, a river of muscle flowing over the leather. When he was on the rings, holding an iron cross, he was a living statue carved from pure will, his face a mask of serene agony. He loved the feeling of absolute control, the godlike mastery over his own physical form. It was a power that made him feel real, solid, visible in a way nothing else did.




He was acutely aware of his rival, Park Ji-hoon. Ji-hoon was his shadow, his mirror, his constant, goading presence. Where Jae-hyun was fluid grace, Ji-hoon was explosive power. Where Jae-hyun’s artistry was praised, Ji-hoon’s raw strength was lauded. They were the two brightest stars in their small constellation, locked in an orbit of mutual respect and simmering animosity. They pushed each other, their rivalry a silent engine driving them both to greater heights. They rarely spoke of anything beyond gymnastics, their conversations short, clipped, and technical.




“Your dismount on the high bar is slow,” Ji-hoon might say, his eyes narrowed in analysis as he watched Jae-hyun practice. “You’re losing a tenth of a point on the rotation.”




“Your form on the pommel horse is sloppy,” Jae-hyun would retort, his voice flat. “You’re strong, but you look like a brute.”




The words were barbs, but they were also the highest form of communication they had. They were acknowledgments. They saw each other. In a world where they were seen as instruments, as investments, as national hopes, they saw the boy, the rival, the only other person who truly understood.




The pressure cooker of the training center intensified as the National Junior Championship approached. The final selection for the national team was on the line. The air in the gym grew thick with tension, the boys’ nerves fraying. Tempers were short, injuries more frequent. It was during one of these grueling, soul-crushing evening sessions, long after the junior coaches had gone home, that something shifted.




They were the last two in the gym, as they often were. Mr. Park had worked them until they were trembling with exhaustion, their muscles screaming, their bodies slick with a sheen of sweat that cooled rapidly in the cavernous, empty space. Jae-hyun was on the floor, trying to force his exhausted body through one last stretching routine, his leg muscles quivering on the verge of cramping.




Ji-hoon was nearby, methodically wrapping his own battered hands with athletic tape. The only sounds were the whisper of the tape and Jae-hyun’s own ragged breathing.




“You’re going to tear something if you keep pushing like that,” Ji-hoon said, his voice quiet in the vast silence. It lacked its usual competitive edge. It sounded…tired.




Jae-hyun ignored him, pushing deeper into the stretch, a sharp, fiery pain shooting up his hamstring. He gritted his teeth, welcoming it. “Worry about yourself, Ji-hoon.”




Ji-hoon finished wrapping his hands and walked over, his shadow falling over Jae-hyun. He knelt, his presence unexpectedly close. Jae-hyun tensed, expecting a challenge, a taunt. Instead, Ji-hoon’s hands, rough and callused, gently pressed against his lower back.




“Relax,” Ji-hoon murmured, his voice close to Jae-hyun’s ear. “You’re fighting it. Breathe into it.”




The touch was electric. It was not the clinical, prodding touch of a coach or a physical therapist. It was something else. Something personal. Jae-hyun’s breath hitched. He tried to pull away, but Ji-hoon’s hands were firm, holding him in place. He slowly, tentatively, did as he was told, exhaling, and felt the muscle give, the pain receding into a dull, manageable ache.




They stayed like that for a long moment, the silence charged with a new, unfamiliar energy. Ji-hoon’s hands remained on his back, a warm, heavy pressure that seemed to seep through his thin training shirt and into his very bones.




“Better?” Ji-hoon asked, his voice a low rumble.




Jae-hyun could only nod, his throat suddenly tight. He slowly sat up, turning to face Ji-hoon. In the harsh, overhead glare of the fluorescent lights, he could see the exhaustion etched around Ji-hoon’s eyes, the small, dried crack of a rip on his palm that hadn’t been properly treated. He saw not the rival, but the boy. A boy as trapped, as tired, and as terrified as he was.




An unspoken understanding passed between them, a silent acknowledgment of their shared prison. The rivalry, the competition, the constant pressure—it all fell away, leaving only two fourteen-year-old boys, broken down and raw in the hollow silence of their cathedral.




Acting on an impulse he didn’t understand, Jae-hyun reached out, his fingers lightly tracing the edge of the rip on Ji-hoon’s palm. Ji-hoon flinched but didn’t pull away. His gaze dropped to Jae-hyun’s hand, then lifted to meet his eyes. The air grew thick, heavy, charged with a voltage that had nothing to do with gymnastics.
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