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    Viewing Earth from space.



    



    A huge celestial body that looked like a blue sun. It took some time to realize that it was Earth.



    



    It is not a peaceful blue star like a small bead. Its overwhelming size and speed are so frightening that it feels like it will leave its orbit at any moment and rush at me at a speed of 110,000 km/h.



    



    There is no breath of wind around me, no vibration of sound. There is only the scene I see, like a muted TV screen.



    



    Is this a dream?



    



    No, if it was a dream, I would have been able to see myself. Like watching a movie.



    



    I raise my hand to confirm 〈I〉. But there is no hand I can raise. I lower my head, but I cannot look down at my body. In the first place, there is no head that I can lower. And yet, I am clearly looking at the sight and recognizing it. What am I?



    



    In an instant, a different place unfolds.



    



    This time, the view is full of people. Men and women dressed in fancy clothes are laughing and chatting while drinking in the open space under the night sky. Everyone looks happy and carefree. Like people in music videos or commercials, they are completely happy now.



    



    I know that there is no such thing as a person who lives without any worries. But I have always envied other people and their lives. It was like that even before I realized that I was ruining my own life.



    



    The me who looks the happiest is always the me on TV.



    



    Pretending not to be tired, pretending to be innocent, pretending that the love of fans is everything, pretending to live honestly in a bright and healthy world where common sense prevails…



    



    Sometimes I had the illusion that I was really completely happy while smiling in front of the camera. I even thought that I would rather be filming something 24 hours a day. I didn't want to go back to my life behind the camera, and I liked my life in front of the camera screen better.



    



    The people you see here now also look artificially happy, as if it were a staged scene.



    



    The surrounding area is densely packed with brightly lit high-rise buildings. This is clearly a large city. Yet, as in space, no sound can be heard.



    



    No one recognizes me. It can't be helped. I still have neither a body nor a voice.



    



    【There it is, over there! The barricade in front of the railing!】



    



    Suddenly, only one voice is heard clearly. It is a young student who looks like a tourist, wearing shorts and a cross-body bag. Cross-body, with an excited face, looks around the group and points somewhere with the tip of his finger. However, the group following behind, wearing ball caps, looks uninterested.



    



    【Where did that K-pop star jump off from?】



    



    【I see people are lining up to take pictures in front of me! Let's go and take some too!】



    



    【What good is taking a picture of a place where someone jumped to their death? The line is too long.】



    



    Despite his sullen face, the ball cap followed the lead of the cross bag. I could still only hear the conversation between the two of them.



    



    I suddenly look around again.



    



    A skyscraper with luxurious decorations and lighting on the rooftop of a high-rise building, shining brightly from all sides.



    



    I, without a body, finally realized where I was.



    



    The two men who had already reached the end of the line were looking down at the city beyond the barricade. The one in the ball cap frowned and shivered.



    



    【How toxic must a person be to think of jumping off here? Ugh, that's horrible!】



    



    Yes, this is Bangkok, Thailand.



    



    It was the rooftop bar on the 32nd floor where I jumped.



    



    Let's be clear about it, limbs that don't even exist are shaking.



    



    At the same time, all the noises start to come in at once: the screeching noise of cars on the road, the honking of horns, the DJ's music at a high volume, people laughing and talking.



    



    It is not just the noise of the city. Someone's cries, a plea for forgiveness, a curse of jealousy and envy, a joyful exclamation and emotion, a whisper of love intoxicated with sweetness... this is all the sounds of the world.



    



    I was in complete silence, but in an instant, I was thrown into the seething noise. I covered my nonexistent ears and screamed with a voice that could not burst out. With my voicelessness that could not reach anyone.



    



    Soon all sounds fade away.



    



    This time, everything you see is undulating and rippling, as if you're underwater. The sounds you hear are also refracted, as if you're hearing sounds from underwater and out of the water.



    



    Where is this place?



    



    A human figure floats around in a room blocked by walls. As you focus your consciousness, the flow of the waves becomes calmer and your vision becomes clearer.



    



    It was an unfamiliar room with four people sitting across from each other across a sofa table.



    



    Mumble, mumble, mumble.



    



    The sound of people's voices gradually breaks up and becomes audible.



    



    【Don't you ever think about cutting off one of your limbs? . You had no choice but to jump... ... You wanted to push it away over and over again... ... Don't you?】



    



    The words coming out of the mouth of the man sitting this way are partially transmitted through the waves. The man leans his upper body toward someone sitting across from him and continues speaking.



    



    【If something like that happened to someone I love, I would… … not be able to forgive them… … not just by paying them… … but by legal punishment alone… … JI



    



    I slowly move forward as if I were swimming in water. It’s not easy. It’s like being submerged in a very deep ocean with strong pressure. The man’s words also cut off and continue intermittently, like a radio that’s not on the right frequency.



    



    Finally, we approached the sofa where four people were sitting around.



    



    The first thing I noticed was the face of the man who was facing me. It was a face that anyone with even a passing interest in the Korean economy or upper-class social circles would recognize. He was the second son of the late Hanseo Group Chairman Lee Woo-yeol.



    



    And sitting next to that man was an unexpected person. One of the few people I could open my heart to and trust in my entire life. Actor Jung Ji-in. My friend’s older brother…



    



    I don't know why my brother is here with that man, but my soul aches when I see his familiar face in front of me.



    



    'I'll go see you. I can't stay long, but I can take a day or two off.'



    



    My brother had promised to come to Bangkok to see me, but I didn't wait for him to keep his promise.



    



    'Hongseo, let's hold on. As time passes, situations change, and things that seem hopeless now may have an opening... If we hold on, we can seize opportunities. Let's hold on. Okay?'



    



    Even the kind words my brother had said to me could not hold my ankles firmly to the ground as I leaped into the air.



    



    I wanted to see my brother's face more clearly, which seemed to have gotten noticeably pale.



    



    At that moment, a new voice appeared and stopped me.



    



    【I can't say it's not a tempting offer.】



    



    I know whose voice it is.



    



    If I had eyes right now, I would have frozen with my eyelids wide open without even blinking. No, I would have shut them tightly.



    



    【But, I am not the victim.】



    



    A soft, low voice followed, wrapped in a calm and firm tone. Husky, and a little tired-sounding…



    



    This time, it's not just a pain in the soul. It's a pain that feels like the soul itself will be torn apart and torn apart, just like the body that has disappeared.



    



    Pain? Did I have the right to suffer? I didn't even have the right to look at his face.



    



    【Her social reputation has already been tarnished. Mr. X… Even if it’s true that she really did do that, if it hadn’t come to light that way, things wouldn’t have gotten to this point. Then the most correct thing I can do now is… At the very least, it would be to reveal to the world what Lee Seo-kyung did. They say she engaged in prostitution and received sexual favors… Doesn’t it make sense that there is only a provider and no recipient?】



    



    But I, being greedy, dare to look at him. His face sways between the waves flowing between him and me.



    



    The lines of his facial features were firm, but the expression surrounding them was always soft. No, was it a face that became soft only when he looked at me?



    



    He sucks on the filter of the cigarette he was holding in his hand. Cigarettes… He’s smoking again. You said you had a hard time quitting. Because of me? Because I left like that?



    



    【Personal revenge is not for her or anything. It's just me venting my anger.】



    



    I know what he's talking about.



    



    While listening to their conversation, I remembered again the reason why I 'jumped' from the rooftop bar on the 32nd floor.



    



    X-Army scandal.



    



    He says, for my sake, I will also reveal to the world the sins of the 'higher powers' involved in that scandal.



    



    How could you say such a thing? I made such a selfish choice. I thought you would hate me, despise me, and want to 'poisonously' erase all memories related to me.



    



    I want to get closer to him. I want to see his face more clearly. I want to ask for his forgiveness, and I want to feel that special feeling of him looking at me just once more.



    



    Why didn't I disappear?



    



    If this was the afterlife, or somewhere in between this world and the afterlife, even here, 'existence' was suffering. Even here, one had to take responsibility for one's choices and the consequences that followed.



    



    I was responsible for the choices I made to escape by disappearing. By keeping all my memories intact, by not forgetting anything, and by watching the suffering of those who were precious to me.



    



    Just as I try to push through the waves and approach him, everything disappears from my sight once again. His face blurs and dissipates.



    



    This time it's in the dark.



    



    I can't hear any sound, I can't see anything. I can only feel the current flowing around me and enveloping me, the sensation of the waves. I'm in deep, heavy water where no light reaches.



    



    So am I a god?



    



    A spiritual being that looks down on the Earth from space without a form, and transcends time and space. Did I become a god when I died?



    



    I slowly look around in the same darkness, and suddenly I realize that I am not breathing. As soon as I realize that, I feel a suffocating pain. Since I have no body, I cannot breathe and I do not need to breathe. But I feel suffocated and struggle without a body.



    



    No matter how much I try to sleep, sleep seems far away.



    



    No matter how much I scream, my voice doesn't reach anyone.



    



    There's no way he could become a god. A soul that abandoned the person who said he loved her and took his own life as a cowardly means of escape could not be reborn as a god.



    



    【News about actress Yoon Hye-an, formerly of the idol group 'Titan.'】



    



    As if given as a hint little by little, a voice is heard again from somewhere. I desperately try to find the direction of the sound by shaking my arms and legs, or rather, what feels like my arms and legs. I listen to the unsteady voice that continues mixed with confusion and noise.



    



    [Ms. Yoon Hye-an jumped from Dongho Bridge last April and was found on Bamseom Island, right? She was in a coma for several months, causing much grief to many people. This afternoon, Ms. Yoon Hye-an miraculously regained consciousness.]



    



    Above my head, in the distance, I began to see a light shaking the surface of the water… If I could just reach there, I would be able to breathe… Even a body that doesn’t exist can get tired, so I slowly began to sink.



    



    I never thought I would feel the helplessness of just watching the fading light and hope again. It was worse than suffocation.



    



    【We're back to this case again.】



    



    The sound, coming from an unknown source, continues to rumble, regardless of my excruciating pain.



    



    Let's stop struggling and slowly sink into deeper darkness. The light is fading away.



    



    【Yes, it is shocking. At 2:44 PM today, Bangkok local time, Lee Seo-kyung, former managing director of Nox Hotel & Resort, was murdered.】



    



    In that moment when my vision blurred, a force grabbed me. A force that wrapped me tightly and pulled me in all at once.



    



    Like a fish being pulled up helplessly, its mouth impaled on a merciless hook, I rise toward the light.



    



    The moment you jump up above the water…



    



    I was finally breathing.

  
    “Okay, you’re doing well. I wish we could be a little closer, let’s have some skinship? Right, like that! Ah, good. Expressions, expressions… More refreshing! I’m a fruit! I’m a lemon, and I’m an orange!”



    



    A profile photo shoot for an idol group that is about to debut.



    



    Five boys pose in front of a large white screen, while a photographer with a camera hovers around them and clicks the shutter nonstop.



    



    The studio, which was not very large, was bustling with about ten people, including the stylist team, the agency staff, and the photographer's staff, standing around the screen and watching the shoot.



    



    Among them, only two people, Lim Sang-jin, the CEO of the agency, and Yongjae, a team leader-level manager, were talking with serious expressions on their faces far away against the wall.



    



    “Didn’t you make them practice their poses and expressions? They usually just take pictures of themselves randomly, so why do they look like that when you lay out a mat for them?”



    



    Representative Lim said with a dissatisfied look.



    



    “This is their first time doing a formal photoshoot in a studio. It’s natural to be nervous. But compared to when ‘TiTan’ first debuted, they’re at a professional level, right?”



    



    “Well, that’s true, but…”



    



    At the manager's words, CEO Lim's expression relaxed slightly, but there was still a look of anxiety in his eyes.



    



    After a long period of obscurity, 'Titan', which seemed to be finally starting to look good, disbanded in vain, and this was the first boy group to be introduced by ENA Entertainment. That's how much CEO Lim has been going through these sensitive times.



    



    “Just look at Sangyeon and Junwoo. They don’t get along well, but they cling to the camera. They act like that without being asked to. Anyone who sees them would think they’re dating.”



    



    “Those who set foot on this earth need to have that level of grit. Those who can’t even smile like an angel in front of someone they want to beat up won’t last long anyway.”



    



    Representative Lim, who spoke firmly, uncrossed his arms and picked up the coffee he had placed on the box of supplies. He took a sip of coffee with a straw, holding a cup that looked too small for his large body, and fixed his eyes on the filming site as if he was relieved.



    



    “With that level of professionalism, at least you won’t end up like the ‘Titan’ kids. You don’t have to worry about that.”



    



    There was a brief pause in the shoot. While the photographer changed cameras, the stylist team was busy adjusting the members' appearances.



    



    Mr. Lim, who had put his coffee back down on the box of supplies, crossed his arms again. He then leaned closer to the manager as if he was going to tell him a heavy secret.



    



    “Yongjae, it’s Hyean…”



    



    He hesitated, unable to open his mouth, and then with a deep sigh he finally spoke.



    



    “That’s… well… I don’t know how long I can leave it like that.”



    



    “Until when?”



    



    “That kid has no family… He’s been lying unconscious for four months, and unless a miracle happens, it doesn’t seem like he’ll wake up.”



    



    “But he’s still breathing… What can I do?”



    



    “Yeah… That’s true too.”



    



    Representative Lim let out a sigh of resignation, smacked his lips awkwardly, then picked up the cup again and put the straw in his mouth.



    



    Contrary to the impression given by his fierce face and large body that would make anyone who saw him for the first time flinch, he was not a cruel person. However, he was not a mature gentleman who could continue to support an affiliated celebrity who might wake up at any moment from an unconscious state.



    



    “How much money does Hyean have left for that guy?”



    



    “It’s not that much now. My bank account balance is almost empty… If I had to call it money, it would be about the size of an officetel deposit.”



    



    “Let’s get rid of that house. Even if it’s just a few hundred dollars in rent that I pay every month, I should use that money to pay for the hospital bills. There’s nothing I can do about it now.”



    



    “Still… if you wake up, you’ll cause a fuss.”



    



    Yongjae shrugged his thick, broad shoulders as if Hyean would wake up and chase him at any moment and watched Representative Lim's expression.



    



    “I’ll keep paying the hospital bills until that kid wakes up, whether I wait or not. I’ll just wait until Yoon Hye-an runs out of money. I feel bad about it, but… I’m not some kind of philanthropist. I can’t keep a kid in debt by paying the hospital bills when I don’t know when he’ll wake up. Give me the officetel, today or tomorrow.”



    



    "yes…"



    



    If Yoon Hye-an, who has no family, is confirmed as an unaccounted person, the hospital's ethics committee will decide whether to continue the patient's treatment. In simple terms, Yoon Hye-an's life will depend on the hospital's decision.



    



    That's why Representative Lim registered himself as a guardian and had been paying the hospital bills from Yoon Hye-an's bank account. However, he had no intention of supporting her by paying the hospital bills with his own money. To Representative Lim, it felt like pouring water into a bottomless pit. In other words, it was money that could not be recovered unless Yoon Hye-an came back to life and worked to pay it back.



    



    He looked back at CEO Lim as if he remembered Yongjae taking out his cell phone to check the market price of the officetel.



    



    “I did some research… I think there are not as few people waking up from a coma as I thought.”



    



    “You were the one who suffered the most because of that temper. Do you still wish that guy would wake up?”



    



    “It must have been hard… but still, it was a human life. People have to live at least for now.”



    



    “Because you’re so soft, Hyean was even more of a jerk to you.”



    



    “But if my brother wakes up, I don’t want to be in charge again.”



    



    “I wanted to get rid of you too, Inma. But what can I do? You’re the only manager in the company who can tolerate that guy. The other guys quit after not even lasting a month under him, so there has to be a way.”



    



    After a brief reorganization, the shooting was about to begin again. The photographer chose a strong rock song as background music to change the lively atmosphere. The members’ poses became more natural, perhaps because they were more relaxed than before, and the atmosphere in the studio became even more lively.



    



    “Representative.”



    



    Representative Lim was drinking coffee and watching the filming progress smoothly, while Yongjae was looking at his cell phone next to him.



    



    "why."



    



    “Wow… what is this… sir.”



    



    Even though Yongjae called him urgently, tapping him on the head, Representative Lim didn't even look up and answered in a dry manner, twitching the end of the straw.



    



    “Ah, why are you talking?”



    



    “Lee Seo-kyung died in Thailand.”



    



    "what?"



    



    Only then did Representative Lim's gaze turn to Yongjae. He snatched the cell phone from Yongjae's hand.



    



    “What are you talking about?”



    



    “I heard he was shot and killed a few hours ago?”



    



    The breaking news that Representative Lim personally confirmed was exactly as Yongjae said.



    



    It was about the murder of Lee Seo-kyung, the third generation chaebol and executive director of Knox Hotel, who had caused a national uproar when she was indicted on numerous charges including violation of the Special Act on the Punishment, etc. of Sexual Crimes, prostitution, and embezzlement.



    



    He was convicted in the first trial and was ordered to cooperate with investigations in Thailand and Malaysia in relation to bribery before starting preparations for the appeal. This was a very unusual case, and foreign media outlets were also competing to report on it.



    



    There was an article that said that Lee Seo-kyung was shot and killed before she could even set foot in the prosecutor's office as soon as she arrived in Thailand.



    



    “If it’s Lee Seo-kyung, then he’s the grandson of the founder of Hanseo Group. Such a great person is dead after all.”



    



    Yongjae muttered in a shocked voice, but CEO Lim quickly lost interest. He licked his lips, handed the phone to Yongjae, and went back to drinking coffee, using the straw again.



    



    “Is there an order to going? Having money and power doesn’t make you a phoenix. But there are some people who think they are phoenixes.”



    



    Mr. Lim, leaning against the box of supplies, added in a tone of approval.



    



    
      “He must have been shot to death by guys worse than him or just as bad as him.”
    

  
    “Looking at the charges against him, he really is a guy who deserves to die.”



    



    “It’s none of my business whether others live or die.”



    



    Representative Lim, who waved his hand and put down his coffee, leaned over with his heavy body. Then, lowering his thick voice, he asked Yongjae a question in a subtle way.



    



    “Speaking of bad guys, what about Mr. Cho’s side? Still no movement?”



    



    .Yeah, well.”



    



    “The child you abandoned is lying there like that, and you can’t even see the tip of his nose for months? Is that a person?”



    



    Even though he lowered his voice in case others heard, Representative Lim crumpled his expression and spoke forcefully as if he was shouting.



    



    “If you want to be precise, it’s because of CEO Cho that things ended up like that! If only he hadn’t thrown that kid out like a piece of chewing gum! Hyean, do you think that kid would have thought such a scary thing as jumping off a bridge!”



    



    The title of President Cho was instantly demoted to President Cho. The more he spoke and thought about it, the more annoyed he became, and President Lim even snorted and became more and more agitated.



    



    “Even if it was just a sponsorship relationship, it’s human nature to feel affection even if you live off the same pot. That’s why I told him not to associate with people like the conglomerates and such, but he…”



    



    Mr. Lim trailed off, feeling that there was no use in talking. Then he pulled out the straw from his cup and gulped down the coffee as if it were bitter alcohol.



    



    While Yongjae was just observing, the cell phone in Representative Lim's jacket pocket rang loudly. It was a hit song from the now disbanded group 'Titan' that Yoon Hye-an had once been a part of.



    



    “What? I don’t know the number?”



    



    Representative Lim muttered with an annoyed expression and connected the call while covering his left ear with his palm to avoid the loud music.



    



    “Yes, hello. Oh, you’re at the hospital. Where am I?”



    



    Yongjae, who had taken out his cell phone to search for real estate in the area that might be able to sell Yoon Hye-an's officetel, looked at CEO Lim when he heard the word "hospital."



    



    “Yes, that’s me. I’m Lim Sang-jin, the guardian of patient Yoon Hye-an. But why… Yes, yes. Oh… Yes??”



    



    Representative Lim, who had been lowering his head as his expression became increasingly serious, suddenly raised his head high. His bloodshot yellow eyes were gleaming, and coffee spilled from the cup he had placed on top of the materials box, staining his suit sleeve and the back of his hand. But he didn’t even care.



    



    “No, that’s… How on earth… When… Oh, yes… Okay, I understand. Here, here is Gangnam, so it might take some time… Anyway, I’ll leave right away. Okay.”



    



    After hanging up the phone, Representative Lim, who had jumped up like someone who had been doused with hot water, became frozen in place as if he had been possessed by a ghost. Yongjae became worried that something bad might have happened to the patients at the hospital. He bent down with his large body and looked at Representative Lim.



    



    “Is this a hospital?”



    



    “Huh? Uh… yeah, the hospital.”



    



    “What did you say to make that happen?”



    



    Representative Lim looked back at Yongjae, moving only his eyes while keeping his neck still, as if his limbs were stiff.



    



    “Hyeon-i… that guy woke up.”



    



    The first thing I saw was light.



    



    Not an object, not a person, just light.



    



    A large window extending along the side of the bed allowed abundant light to pour in.



    



    So white, yet so transparent, and so generous.



    



    For a moment, I felt at peace, as if I were in heaven.



    



    Choi Hong-seo soon realized that he was smiling with real lips.



    



    I rolled my eyes and looked down. I could see the volume of the thin body lying under the blanket. I had enough consciousness to deduce where this place was. The name of a famous university hospital was written in blue letters on the blanket that covered my shoulders.



    



    Is this a dream? Is this one of the many scenes that change in an instant?



    



    Or, was the memory of jumping from the 32nd floor actually a dream? No, that wasn't it.



    



    Suddenly, I vividly remember the feeling of my heart contracting as all my organs were pushed upward. At the moment of impact, along with the experience of it bursting and disappearing before I could even feel the pain. No, can that even be called an experience?



    



    Goosebumps came over him, and Choi Hong-seo's body began to tremble under the blanket.



    



    No miracle can save someone who jumped from the 32nd floor. It was definitely not a dream. There is no way he could have survived. So… is this moment also an extension of a dream? Am I still drifting somewhere between this world and the next? But I definitely have a body now?



    



    At that moment, the door to the hospital room opened.



    



    “You know that everyone else is working and missing meals, so why do you want to go eat alone when you have time?”



    



    A grumbling voice entered the room. It was a nurse who came to the room to check the patient's vital signs, which was done several times a day.



    



    She went straight to the bed, grabbed Choi Hong-seo’s wrist, who was lying down, and checked the name on the hospital bracelet against the name on the list. Then she wiped the injection part of the tympanic thermometer with a sterile cotton pad, and reached toward the patient’s ear to measure the temperature. This was a procedure she had been doing for this patient several times a day for months, so every movement was almost mechanical and smooth.



    



    “Can the food go down your throat like that? Yeah, it will. If you weren’t the type of person who couldn’t swallow food, then in the first place… … Ugh, ugh!”



    



    This was a patient who had been quietly keeping her eyes closed for months. The nurse who made eye contact with the patient instantly backed away and screamed. She was clearly dead, but I saw her dead with my own eyes and buried her in the ground.



    



    The nurse, who had unconsciously grabbed her left breast, quickly regained her composure. Then, she carefully bent down toward Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “Patient, may I speak?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded slightly. The fact that he was communicating with someone came as a thrill.



    



    “Please answer without being too pushy. When did you wake up?”



    



    “Maybe… 5 minutes.”



    



    His voice was dry and cracked, but not so much that it was painful to speak.



    



    The nurse, completely free from panic, checked the patient's condition with quick and accurate movements.



    



    “Where is it uncomfortable?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo shook his head. The nurse reassured Choi Hong-seo with a bright face.



    



    “Temperature, pulse, breathing, blood pressure… they’re all normal. You really worked hard. I’ll bring the doctor in charge over soon.”



    



    She walked quickly toward the door and looked back at the patient.



    



    “It’s really nice to see you back, Hyean.”



    



    The nurse's last words left a gap in Choi Hong-seo's heart. Like the gap between a crooked door and a door frame that didn't fit, or between a mismatched key and a keyhole. Something was off. After she left, Choi Hong-seo felt trapped in that gap.



    



    And the gap grew wider after the doctor arrived.



    



    The doctor, who came with only one nurse to ensure the patient's stability, performed basic tests that could be done in the hospital room.



    



    From those who can barely blink their eyes to those who can immediately resume their daily lives as if they had just woken up from a deep sleep, the doctor explained that the conditions of patients who woke up from a state of unconsciousness varied greatly. Choi Hong-seo was in relatively good condition. Although he was not completely normal, he was not like Uma Thurman in the movie , who had to move his big toes one by one. After light stretching, he was able to stand up and walk slowly around the hospital room.



    



    He was so surprised that he even saw the corpse come back to life.



    



    “Very good. Ms. Hyean has been breathing comfortably and has almost recovered from the physical damage she suffered during the accident. However, it would be best for you to rest for now. Starting tomorrow, we will begin rehabilitation little by little. Please do not try to move too much. Okay?”



    



    Although everyone was maintaining a calm attitude to ensure the patient’s stability, both the doctors and nurses seemed to be suppressing their excitement. Looking around at them, who were filled with joy and excitement at having witnessed a miracle, Choi Hong-seo was confused.



    



    Fell from the 32nd floor.



    



    There was no way I could have survived, and even if I had, there was no way I would have been this healthy. And yet, my current self was not a spiritual existence like the moment I looked at Earth from space. It was a clear, real existence where blood flowed and flesh could be felt.



    



    Even though he sat, stood, and walked as they told him to, Choi Hong-seo was unable to accept that reality.



    



    “Starting tomorrow, start eating slowly, and today, start drinking water little by little on time. I told you that I already contacted your guardian, so he will arrive soon to see Hye-an.”



    



    "teacher."



    



    "yes."



    



    The expression on the doctor's face as he looked down at Choi Hong-seo, who was lying back on the bed, was gentle.



    



    “My name is…”



    



    “… … ”



    



    The hopeful expressions of the two people suddenly darkened. The doctor tried to hide his agitation and leaned calmly toward the patient.



    



    
      “Don’t you remember your name?”
    

  
    “It’s not that I don’t remember…”



    



    “It’s okay, Hyean. Your memory may be unstable temporarily. It’s quite possible. There are no special signs at the moment, so it’s probably a temporary phenomenon. We’ll start the detailed examination tomorrow, and for today, just focus on keeping your body and mind comfortable. Okay?”



    



    It's not that I don't remember.



    



    Rather, I remember everything in detail.



    



    This time, Choi Hong-seo felt a gap that was misaligned. The gap that had been just enough for light from the outside to seep in was widening and making a creaking sound.



    



    That's why I was afraid to confirm it clearly. I felt like I had to turn away. It wasn't a thought, it was a premonition.



    



    The two noisy people barged in just after the doctor and nurse left the room.



    



    “Hye-an, you punk! I knew you’d wake up! I knew a rascal like you would come back from the dead!” A middle-aged man with short, graying hair that was just beginning to fall out appeared, practically shoving the door open. Despite his harsh tone, his eyes were filled with tears, and no matter how hard I tried to recall his face, I couldn’t remember it. The large young man who followed him and stood at his feet was also unfamiliar.



    



    “Brother, you’ve worked hard. I thought you’d wake up.”



    



    The young man standing at the foot of the stairs called him “hyung” with reddened eyes, but no matter how I looked at him, his face looked at least three or four years older than Choi Hong-seo.



    



    The two people, dressed in suits that didn't really match their body types or atmosphere, looked like a gangster couple at first glance. However, their clothes and hairstyles didn't really show any gangster vibes. As for the customers, I knew their characteristics well because I had dealt with them quite a bit during my time at the host bar.



    



    “I’m sorry, but what about me…”



    



    The two men’s faces froze at Choi Hong-seo’s question. It was the same reaction the doctor had shown a moment ago. They had frightened expressions, wondering if there was something wrong with the patient’s brain after waking up.



    



    The middle-aged man bent down first and thrust his large, round face into Choi Hong-seo's eyes.



    



    “Now, look at my face carefully. ENA Im Dae-pyo. Im Sang-jin, who has been eating from the same pot as you for 10 years! This is Yongjae. Koo Yongjae. Your manager. Tiffany was also taken care of by Yongjae, Inma.”



    



    ENA… ENA… Choi Hong-seo opened his eyes slightly and quickly searched his memory, finding a clue. ENA, it was definitely a word that remained in his memory.



    



    “ENA… isn’t that the company that ‘Titan’ belonged to?”



    



    “Yeah, ‘Titan’! I remember! Hey Inma, I got chills for a second!”



    



    The middle-aged man sighed in relief, took a handkerchief out of his jacket pocket, and wiped the sweat from his forehead. But that did not mean that the gap between the man’s words and Hongseo’s memories was closed at all.



    



    I remember the company called ENA Entertainment and the idol group 'Titan'. However, Choi Hong-seo himself had no connection with the company or the group. At least that's what I remember now.



    



    Or maybe the famous CEO of UB Entertainment that I belonged to and the CEO of ENA were close friends? I haven't heard anything like that...



    



    President Myeong. President Myeong. At the thought of that name, Choi Hong-seo’s eyebrows and lips wrinkled.



    



    Yeah, what happened to President Myung? If the X-Group scandal had really blown up, that bastard wouldn't have been able to get away with it this time.



    



    As his blood pressure rose with anger and hatred, a headache immediately came. Choi Hong-seo grimaced at the pain in his temples that felt like being stabbed by needles.



    



    “What would have happened if you hadn’t woken up, Inma? You were trying to scare President Cho, right? You smart-aleck, do you think President Cho would blink an eye because you did this? That punk, you haven’t contacted me in months while I was lying down, and you’ve been a snob…!”



    



    “Boss, let’s stop for today.”



    



    "uh?"



    



    “The doctor also said that resting completely is the top priority today.”



    



    A young man stopped the ENA representative, who was talking nonsense that Choi Hong-seo couldn't understand while his face was red with excitement.



    



    “Yeah, yeah. You just have to live well from now on. What’s important is that you woke up.”



    



    Of course, Choi Hong-seo could not understand the conversation they were having at all.



    



    “What about Mom? My mother or… Don’t you know about other family members? Or, the people in our company… What happened to UB?”



    



    “… … ”



    



    The ENA representative's face became thoughtful once more. He couldn't take his eyes off Choi Hong-seo and groped for the giant's arm.



    



    “Yongjae, what’s really going on here? Is something wrong with your head? Huh? Should I call a doctor?”



    



    A young man named Yongjae pushed the representative away and approached Choi Hongseo.



    



    “Brother. Today, it’s important to stay calm. Don’t think about anything else. You can solve everything one by one slowly. Got it?”



    



    Their words seemed right. I don't know why these people I didn't know were being so friendly, but for now, I felt like I should figure out the situation myself rather than asking them questions. Now that I knew this was reality, there were too many facts I had to confirm.



    



    X-group scandal, Lee Seo-kyung and the famous president of UB Entertainment, and… the person we are most curious about.



    



    “What happened to my cell phone and other belongings?”



    



    “When we found you, you had no cell phone, no wallet, nothing, Inma. You were just barely wearing the clothes on. Yongjae brought the second phone from the officetel here.”



    



    The ENA representative opened the bedside drawer and rummaged through it.



    



    “Yongjae always charged it so that the power doesn’t go out. When you wake up, you’ll definitely look for your phone first.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “But you really start looking for the cell phone first, you punk.”



    



    Representative Lim handed over the cell phone, grumbling in vain. However, the phone that Representative Lim was holding in his hand was not the model that Choi Hong-seo had used, or the ARA Electronics cell phone that Lee Hae-seong had given him as a gift.



    



    Choi Hong-seo couldn't understand what the two duo were talking about at all. He trembled his dry lips and forced his voice.



    



    “Thank you. I need to… rest.”



    



    “Yes, yes. The doctor said that you would be tired even if you just breathed right now. Get some sleep and recover. I’ll come back tomorrow.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “How cruel. I was just thinking about whether or not I should put my officetel up for sale today…”



    



    Representative Lim, who said that with a complicated expression, took Yongjae and left the hospital room.



    



    The appearance and exit of the two strangers was like a ridiculous play unfolding before my eyes. I watched the play from the middle, missing the first 20 minutes without any information.



    



    Choi Hong-seo thought.



    



    As the doctor said, is it because my memory has temporarily become unstable after the 'incident'? Will I remember the names and faces of those people from a little while ago tomorrow, or the day after?



    



    No, the doctor's guess was wrong. It's not that I don't remember my name. It's not that I don't have a memory.



    



    The problem was that their memories and my memories were different.



    



    My body felt heavy as if I had been beaten up, but it was not a situation where I could sleep comfortably. I had to check what the gap was that was out of alignment.



    



    The phone's lock setting was easily unlocked with Choi Hong-seo's fingerprint. Everything, including the background screen and the layout of the apps, was different from his own phone. However, this was not the time to be nitpicking over such details.



    



    First, Choi Hong-seo, who had started the Internet, entered his own name in the search bar. It was his own name that he had searched obsessively dozens of times a day, sometimes even over a hundred times.



    



    I had to look through all the information I could access, including articles, posts on various communities, personal blogs, and mentions on SNS. I couldn't stop myself even though I knew it was self-harming.



    



    Choi… Hong… Seo…



    



    “… … ”



    



    He entered all three letters of the name, which was not long, but he could not easily start the search. Choi Hong-seo stared at the blinking cursor behind the name for a long time, then erased all the letters. Then he entered a different name.



    



    This… year… is… a castle.



    



    My fingers trembled as I tapped on the LCD, and my heart started beating faster.



    



    The pain in my throat as I swallowed dry saliva felt like swallowing a fireball. The short time it took for the results to load felt cruelly long, and I bit my dry, crusted lower lip with my teeth. I was afraid that all traces of the understanding I knew had disappeared from this world.



    



    Fortunately, that didn't happen.



    



    At the very top of the page was his official profile registered on the portal site. It was the same profile I had seen countless times.



    



    Understanding. Entrepreneur.



    



    Affiliation: Vice President, ARA Electronics Wireless Business Division.



    



    Family, father Lee Woo-hyuk, mother Yoo Ha-young, grandfather Lee Kang-moon, younger sister Lee Do-yeon, younger sister Lee Joo-seong



    



    Education: Completed Ph.D. program in Business Administration at Stanford University Graduate School of Business



    



    Next to the profile, which simply listed the very basic details, there was also a small photo attached.



    



    The moment I first searched for his name in my room, it was the same picture I saw then.



    



    
      He once complained about that photo. He said it was not good because it made him look like a salaryman going to work in Yeouido. He said that it was a photo selected by the PR office, so there was nothing he could do about it, but he didn't like it. He seemed a little embarrassed, like a boy who was embarrassed because his secret was revealed.
    

  
    Where can you find a salaryman like this who goes to work in Yeouido? He looks like an actor's profile picture.



    



    I thought so in my heart, but in reality I couldn’t say anything. He was a socially great person, Choi Hong-seo thought he could do anything in the world as he pleased, and he was twelve years older than him and had a strong physique, but somehow he looked cute when he was shy. For no reason, the corners of my mouth tingled. But instead of smiling, I just bit my lips.



    



    Is that the only reason I couldn't say anything to him, because I was shy, unfamiliar, or lacked courage?



    



    My heart, which had been beating fast, spit out more blood at once, this time in a thumping manner. I touched the related news below my profile while tearing the skin off my lips with my fingertips.



    



    The title of today's news caught my eye first.



    



    Vice President Lee Hae-seong leaves for Canada tomorrow… Expecting results from North American business trip



    



    The article I clicked on included a photo of him holding a brief press conference at the airport before a business trip.



    



    Lee Hae-sung is one of the most well-known businessmen in South Korea, but he has kept a relatively low profile. This is in contrast to the Hanseo Group family, which is led by his cousins, who are also third-generation businessmen. The Hanseo Group siblings do not enjoy media exposure themselves, but they do not strongly prevent their private activities from being shared. In contrast, Lee Hae-sung is a quiet and focused person who is known by some as a “mysterious” person.



    



    The general public did not know that ARA Electronics and eventually ARA Group's leader, Lee Hae-seong, was a movie buff, and that he had personally established an investment company completely unrelated to ARA's capital and sponsored the production of several movies. However, it was not particularly a secret up to that point.



    



    It was completely unknown that he was a great camera collector and enjoyed taking pictures so much that he had held several exhibitions under an assumed name. It was a top secret known only to Choi Hong-seo, with the exception of one of his close personal assistants.



    



    It was the only breathing space where understanding could exist as mere human understanding, free from roles or duties.



    



    Choi Hong-seo scrolled down with his trembling fingertips and went back in time.



    



    ARA Vice President Lee Hae-seong secretly and urgently leaves for Bangkok, Thailand… Why?



    



    Vice President Lee Hae-seong returns home looking haggard



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who got a vacation, drove to a villa himself, and some people are concerned about his health



    



    Choi Hong-seo's eyes lingered for a long time on several news stories he found among the ARA Electronics-related activities. The dates all pointed to the time right after he jumped from the 32nd floor in Bangkok.



    



    You came to Bangkok… Choi Hong-seo’s hand that was biting his lips stopped. His eyes, which were reading each word of his autobiography, shook violently.



    



    Immediately after Choi Hong-seo jumped, Lee Hae-seong left for Bangkok in a hurry, and it was not because of any official schedule related to ARA. So it would not be an absurd delusion to conclude that the sudden departure was due to Choi Hong-seo's accident.



    



    So… what happened after that?



    



    What on earth happened to our relationship?



    



    Are you disappointed that I did such a thing? You are, aren't you? No, maybe... you found out the whole story of the X-kun scandal and completely lost interest in me from there...



    



    So, there is no future or anything for me like this…



    



    The side profile of him driving the car and leaving the parking lot of his Seocho-dong home was not very clear. It was taken at night and through a tinted window.



    



    But it was still good. His face, which had always shown a soft and affectionate expression, was sharp and sensitive like that of a stranger, but it was good to see him alive and breathing in this world.



    



    But now it's all over.



    



    The gentleness, affection, caution, and secrets he had were no longer mine. I had given them back to him with my own hands. No, perhaps he might think that he had not received them back, but had been cruelly thrown away. I had stood on the 32nd floor and thrown away all the precious values ​​he had given me like scraps of paper.



    



    Not only his fingers, but Choi Hong-seo's entire body began to tremble violently.



    



    The stomach was full. I was told to call immediately if there was anything wrong, but I didn’t think I could wait for the nurse to come. I ran to the bathroom in the single-person room. I could walk slowly, but I couldn’t run normally. I had to crawl several times with my knees bent before I could get to the bathroom.



    



    After coming to, all he could swallow was three or four sips of water, but Choi Hong-seo vomited out an unidentifiable yellow liquid.



    



    After barely getting up from the toilet, I held on to the edge of the sink and braced myself. I wiped my mouth with the back of my wet hand and inadvertently made eye contact with myself in the mirror.



    



    “… … ”



    



    Shhhhhhhhh. Water kept pouring down in the capital, and Choi Hongseo couldn't even scream.



    



    The people who came to my hospital room and spoke to me in a friendly manner were strange to me. It was nothing special.



    



    Compared to the face in the mirror, it's a completely unfamiliar one.



    



    @



    



    It was the end of midsummer.



    



    Even though it is still barely in the peak summer season, it feels like it has cooled down a bit compared to the sweltering heat of the time.



    



    Lee Hae-seong sat on a single sofa by the window, staring at his tablet screen. Smoke that looked unusually pale slowly rose from the cigarette in his fingers.



    



    He had been living in two houses, one in Bundang and one in Seocho-dong, and he recently moved to this Hannam-dong mansion. This was also his property, but he had always rented it out and never actually lived there.



    



    This was also the last place Hongseo stayed with his group members.



    



    So after 'that accident' I couldn't rent it to anyone else, and so for a long time after that I couldn't even think of setting foot here.



    



    In that way, Hae-Seong left this place alone for a while, without letting anyone touch it. It was as if he was trying to solidify Choi Hong-Seo's traces in this form in time.



    



    Confirming Choi Hong-seo’s traces was like confirming his absence… so staying in this house was still painful.



    



    But now I have decided not to try so hard to shake it off and forget it. I have tried enough, and I have learned enough that it is useless in this kind of thing. Just as it is useless to try not to like someone, it is also useless to try to forget someone.



    



    Rather than trying to forget, it was better to miss it in its traces. Because even while trying to forget, I still missed it.



    



    With his eyes fixed on the news on the tablet screen, Hae-seong shook the ashes into the ashtray.



    



    The material that Lee Hae-seong was currently reading carefully on his tablet was articles about his cousin, Lee Seo-gyeong. To be exact, it was an article about Lee Seo-gyeong's death.



    



    All the problems started with the 'X-Group Scandal'. That was the fuse.



    



    A scandal with provocative content that actor X, formerly from an idol group, was actually a hostess at a host bar and had been getting work through body lobbying even after his debut. It started on several entertainment channels on video sharing sites and quickly spread.



    



    Several people were identified as X-Group, and in the process, one actor who was accused of being X-Group even attempted an extreme act. Fortunately, he survived, but the madness of some of the public did not stop.



    



    In the meantime, the incident reached a new turning point.



    



    It has been newly revealed that there is a pimp who has been forcing and exploiting X into prostitution and entertainment, and that this pimp is the CEO of X's current agency.



    



    As Myung Do-hoon, the president of UB Entertainment, Choi Hong-seo's agency, was indicted as the pimp and the real suspect in the case, Choi Hong-seo was now identified as Mr. X on the web.



    



    It was less than a few hours before the famous CEO, who was trying to flee overseas, was arrested at the airport and Choi Hong-seo, who was working on a schedule in Bangkok, Thailand, committed suicide.



    



    And the person at the top of the pyramid of exploitation in the 'X-Group Scandal' food chain.



    



    That was Lee Seo-kyung, the cousin of Hae-seong Lee and the executive director of Hanseo Group.



    



    In order to indict and bring Seo-kyung Lee to trial, Hae-seong Lee joined hands with Han Lee, Seo-kyung Lee's younger brother and long-time rival. And Han Lee, who had a deep personal grudge against Seo-kyung Lee, had proposed a private revenge to Hae-seong Lee.



    



    【“Don’t you ever think about cutting off one of his limbs? Don’t you really think about dragging him up to the same height that he had to jump from, and pushing him over and over again?



    



    “If something like that happened to someone I love, I don’t think I could forgive them… just by serving time in prison and having their property confiscated… I mean, just by legal punishment.”



    



    At that time, Hae-seong Lee had rejected Han's proposal.



    



    But later I changed my mind.



    



    It was also Executive Director Lee Seo-kyung who maliciously broke the 'X-Group Scandal', and it was also discovered that Lee Seo-kyung was deeply involved in the background that created Choi Hong-seo as 'X-Group' in the first place.



    



    
      Lee Seo-kyung must not touch Choi Hong-seo.
    

  
    Lee Seo-kyung, who was castrated by Hanseo Group and became a 'severed kite', was indicted and put on trial not only for the 'X Group scandal' but also for various other charges. In addition, the large amount of bribes she received from high-ranking government officials in several Southeast Asian countries for the purpose of real estate speculation also caused problems.



    



    After the first trial in Korea, Lee Seo-kyung was ordered to appear for investigation in a foreign country. This was a very unusual event.



    



    The purpose was to summon and question the donor, Lee Seo-kyung, as high-ranking government officials who were under investigation were denying receiving bribes. In relation to this, Lee Seo-kyung was scheduled to be questioned in two countries: Thailand and Malaysia.



    



    Lee Seo-kyung arrived in Bangkok in prison clothes, handcuffed and bound with ropes, and was taken to a police facility inside the airport. The scene was widely reported in Korea just a few hours ago.



    



    And the next news was the news of Lee Seo-kyung's murder.



    



    No matter how you look at it, the current Lee Seo-kyung was in a corner. In the process of investigation in Thailand and Malaysia, Lee Seo-kyung was talking nonsense because she couldn't die alone? If that happened, there would be many people who would be embarrassed. There would be many people who would be uncomfortable with Lee Seo-kyung losing her background as the Hanseo Group.



    



    After reviewing the article from beginning to end, Hae-seong went back to the previous page. In the meantime, dozens of related articles had been newly updated.



    



    Executive Director Lee Seo-kyung was shot as she got out of her escort vehicle and headed toward the inside of the Bangkok prosecutor's office building. The initial report that she was shot three times - in the back of her head, the back of her neck, and her upper back - and died instantly was later revised to say she was shot five times.



    



    It was a murder aimed not just at causing pain, but at definitely severing the victim's airway. It would have been a disaster if they had targeted a weak spot and then miraculously survived after receiving treatment. It was the clean, expert work of a professional, without a single mistake.



    



    "hmm…"



    



    Hae-seong Lee put the tablet down on the table and stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray.



    



    The calm cream-colored curtains were gently filtering out the mid-August sunlight. The quiet interior, softly bathed in late afternoon light, felt like a space cut off from the outside world. Lee Hae-seong savored the silence for a moment, as if enjoying beautiful music.



    



    And then he slowly got up from his seat and left the room. Hae-seong's bedroom was the closest room to the master room at the end of the hallway.



    



    Hae-seong walked up to the door of the master bedroom, and as always, he hesitated and couldn't open the door right away. As if someone was on the other side of the door. Just like anyone would stop and catch their breath before knocking on the door of someone they care about.



    



    One, two, three, four, five…



    



    After counting the numbers by folding each finger one by one, I slowly opened the door.



    



    This was the room that Choi Hong-seo used when this house was the dormitory for the members of 'Layered'. The room was exactly as it was when Choi Hong-seo was alive.



    



    A desk with simple equipment for composing, a double-sized bed that wasn't quite big enough for two people to lie down on, and a low bookshelf filled with my favorite comic books.



    



    There were several movie posters hanging on the bookshelf. They were movies the two of them had seen together. Whenever they saw a movie together, they gave each other a movie poster, but there were only three of them.



    



    Choi Hong-seo said that he intentionally placed the posters closer together because he would have to walk more in the future. However, there was only a long space between the three posters that were placed close together.



    



    The dressing room on the bathroom side was also left untouched. Not a single sock or toothbrush was thrown away.



    



    So that it doesn't get old and dusty.



    



    Just this morning, that kid woke up here and went to work.



    



    At dawn, the child who finished his schedule would return here. I was giving special instructions to keep it that way, but even so, every time I opened the door, everything here seemed to blur. Everything seemed to be pushed back, discolored, and slowly sinking and sinking.



    



    Although his heart was still the same, it felt like this space was fading away just like Choi Hong-seo, and the feeling of wear and tear was painful.



    



    Sitting or lying down on the bed was still out of the question.



    



    Haeseong Lee stopped at the entrance to the room, leaned his shoulder against the doorframe, and slowly took in every corner of the space that seemed to be filled with time from the past.



    



    Executive Director Lee Seo-kyung was murdered.



    



    I hope this relieves your frustration a little.



    



    Just a little bit… If only I had held on a little bit longer…



    



    Before he knew it, Lee Hae-seong was biting his lower lip and lowering his head. His heart was pounding. He felt like a small fishing boat floating on the rough sea at night. The fact that he looked strong was just the result of training for a long time not to let his emotions be read.



    



    Haeseong slowly walked into the room, adjusting the pillow that wasn't even a little bit out of place several times, and then quietly left the room. As if someone, someone very precious, was sleeping there.



    



    As Hae-seong closed the door, he felt someone approaching him. It was Director Kang.



    



    “Vice President, Mr. Jeong Ji-in and Managing Director Lee Han have just arrived in the basement.”



    



    It was the day that Lee Han and his lover, Jeong Ji-in, who had gone on vacation together to France and Italy, returned from their vacation. Lee Hae-seong had a business trip to North America starting tomorrow, so he had inevitably asked for her time today. The two of them were the only people, aside from Director Kang, who knew the relationship between Choi Hong-seo and Lee Hae-seong.



    



    Hae-seong Lee nodded, hiding his expression by firming his lips.



    



    “Really? I’ll go pick you up myself. The director, you can rest in your private room.”



    



    “I will go in after saying hello.”



    



    “No. Today is a private occasion between the two of us, so don’t worry about it. Just think of it as me giving you my seat.”



    



    “Okay, then.”



    



    Director Kang, who bowed his head slightly, stepped aside to one side of the hallway so that Lee Hae-seong could go ahead. Lee Hae-seong, who was walking past Director Kang and toward the front door, suddenly slowed down his pace.



    



    “Director Kang.”



    



    “Yes, Vice President.”



    



    “It’s a movie. It’s Director Kang Woo-hyun’s work.”



    



    "yes."



    



    “We’re pushing for it to go into production again.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    There was no special determination in Lee Hae-seong’s voice. It was calm, as if he was letting go of the words that had been buried in his heart for a long time. His face when he looked back at Director Kang was the same.



    



    Rather, Director Kang showed a rare look of surprise.



    



    Now that Choi Hong-seo is dead, it is thought that Lee Hae-seong will no longer want to be involved in the film in any way, let alone invest. In fact, the film has been at a standstill for several months since the death of Choi Hong-seo, who was cast in the lead role.



    



    “I told Hongseo that I didn’t invest because I wanted to look good in front of you. If I stop investing now, it would be like lying. I don’t want to do that.”



    



    "All right."



    



    Director Kang did not vomit.



    



    The corners of Hae-seong's mouth, which had been stiff and confined by his emotions, softened for a moment and showed a smile. However, it was only a fleeting moment. The smile soon took on a complex hue and faded.



    



    He turned his back again and walked towards the front door to greet his guests.



    



    The couple Jeong Ji-in and Lee Han, who returned from a two-week vacation in France and Italy, looked beautifully tanned.



    



    “You both look very healthy. Have you become more handsome?”



    



    “My brother became more handsome, so I got into a lot of trouble.”



    



    Lee Han joked around in response to Lee Hae-seong's welcoming remarks. It seemed like they had a lot of interesting stories to tell during their trip.



    



    Understanding led the two to the restaurant. For the guests who had just finished their long flight, a dinner table was set with light dishes and easy-drinking champagne.



    



    “I’m sorry I asked to see you today, you must be tired from the travel poison.”



    



    “It’s right near my house. Hani is on vacation until tomorrow, and I’m unemployed until my next project is decided, so don’t worry.”



    



    Jeong Ji-in answered with her characteristically soft smile.



    



    After the revelations of the 'X Group Scandal', Choi Hong-seo's death, and Lee Seo-kyung's indictment and trial, Jeong Ji-in completely changed her path from being a drama actor to pursuing her original dream of being a stage actor.



    



    Although it was different from Choi Hong-seo's method, Jeong Ji-in was also one of the victims of Executive Director Lee Seo-gyeong, and because he cared for Choi Hong-seo a lot, Lee Hae-seong was grateful to him and had a special sense of camaraderie. He thought that he received a lot of help from both Jeong Ji-in and Lee Han.



    



    “It’s been fun living so close to home, but I’m already worried that I’ll be lonely after they both go to Europe.”



    



    “I still have at least one more year to go, you know.”



    



    “A year is a long time,” Lee Han said with a smile.



    



    Jeong Ji-in and Lee Han were planning to move to Paris, France after Lee Han finished the project he was currently working on at his company. It was a good thing for them, but Lee Hae-seong was already feeling regretful.



    



    After they left, Choi Hong-seo would be mentioned less often, and I was worried that maybe the child's memories would fade a little bit... That was unbearably painful.



    



    “By the way, did you hear the news?”



    



    Unlike Lee Han, who was as cheerful as usual, Jeong Ji-in, who had been observing Lee Hae-seong's expression with an expression that seemed to indicate that she had something to say, cautiously began to speak.



    



    “Huh? Oh… yeah, I heard.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong nodded, putting down the glass of champagne he was drinking.



    



    The murder of Executive Director Lee Seo-kyung.



    



    It was a significant event for all three of us gathered here. It would have been awkward not to bring it up. However, Lee Hae-seong did not want to attach any significance to it as if it were some great event. He asked the two people in a casual, flat voice.



    



    “Did you two hear it after getting off the plane?”



    



    "yes."



    



    “At first, they announced that there were three shots, but just a little while ago, they revised the article to say that there were five shots.”



    



    The voice of Lee Hae-seong, who spoke like that, was also calm, as if he was talking about news like the weather or sports. Lee Han also spoke about the incident with an expression and voice that showed no signs of shock or agitation.



    



    “This is the work of a top-class professional. The culprit won’t even be identified. It must have cost at least several hundred thousand dollars.”



    



    “Maybe I paid more than a million dollars.”



    



    Raising the champagne glass to his lips, Hae-seong said nonchalantly, as if correcting the cost of the request that Lee-han had guessed.



    



    The simple meal was almost finished. Lee Han stretched and offered Jeong Ji-in a cigarette.



    



    “I’ve been holding back since the plane ride and I really want to smoke a cigarette. Do you want to join me?”



    



    When he heard the word cigarettes, Jeong Ji-in also looked like he wanted to smoke.



    



    “Hey, can we go out for a smoke?”



    



    “Okay. Take your time.”



    



    After the two people left the restaurant affectionately, Hae-seong called someone over and asked them to open a bottle of red wine instead of champagne. It was one of the precious wines that he had planned to drink on special occasions or special days.



    



    He used a fork and knife to slice the warm roast beef thinly. The meat was served in chunks so that he could eat it himself, and the meat juices and sauce flowed out with each cut.



    



    He put the cut meat into his mouth, chewed the flesh, and lifted his glass to gulp down the dark red wine.



    



    
      Across from where Jeong Ji-in and Lee Han were sitting, the night view of Seoul across the Han River was splendidly sparkling. The image of Lee Hae-seong chewing meat and drinking wine was vaguely superimposed on the scenery.
    

  
    Outside the hospital building, at the end of a small path, a smoking area was surrounded by trees. The cicadas were chirping loudly, as if they knew that summer was coming to an end. Thanks to this, I was able to forget for a moment that I was in the city.



    



    There were five or six benches in the smoking area with a roof, but perhaps because of the midday heat, only three people, including Yongjae, were smoking.



    



    Yongjae stared blankly at the two men sitting on the bench diagonally opposite each other. They were men in hospital gowns, each smoking a cigarette on their fingers, looking at their phones together and giggling. They looked to be no older than sixteen or seventeen, and both had bleached yellow hair.



    



    Maybe it was because I had been a baseball player until high school and lived a strict group life, but whenever I witnessed such a scene, I kept clenching my fists. I wanted to scold him, saying that even if you smoke, it is not something to smoke proudly. I usually have a personality that is said to be foolishly innocent, but it was especially difficult for me to maintain my composure in such a situation.



    



    “Leave it alone. Kids these days don’t listen to you.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    Someone came up and squeezed my shoulder, then came over and sat down next to me. It was Representative Lim. How did he know I was going to say something? Yongjae glanced at Representative Lim with his narrow, slitted eyes.



    



    “Those guys aren’t scared by your size. They’re the ones who live without a care in the world.”



    



    Representative Lim took off his jacket, took a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket, and pulled at the knot of his tie. His already grim expression was frowning, perhaps because of the heat.



    



    “What did the doctor say?”



    



    “The test results show there is nothing wrong.”



    



    “Then why…”



    



    Representative Lim, who had lit a cigarette, answered listlessly while blowing a long puff of smoke into the air.



    



    “It’s a phenomenon that can occur even if there is no physical abnormality. They say that’s what the mind is like, but they’re just listing things in difficult terms…”



    



    He sucked on the filter one more time and continued.



    



    “Anyway, it’s fortunate that there’s nothing wrong. There’s a high chance that things will get better naturally as time passes.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “Don’t stress me out too much. Don’t force me.”



    



    “Don’t force me…”



    



    “If he insists that he is Choi Hong-seo, don’t deny it and just leave him alone.”



    



    Representative Lim, who was looking at Yongjae's rock-like profile as he nodded, tilted his head to one side while clicking the filter.



    



    “But you know…”



    



    "yes."



    



    “Why Choi Hongseo?”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “Hye-an, did that guy Choi Hong-seo have any contact with you? Were you two close without me knowing?”



    



    Yongjae shook his head. His expression seemed to indicate that he too was puzzled by that point.



    



    “No. Before my brother left ‘Titan,’ we only met on music shows and said hello. And that must have only been a few times, right?”



    



    “Choi Hong-seo was doing well back then, but he wasn’t a top star yet. There’s no way Yoon Hye-an would have envied someone who wasn’t even a top star… No matter how much I think about it, I just can’t understand why it had to be Choi Hong-seo, someone she didn’t even know well.”



    



    “Come to think of it, there was some talk that the two of them looked alike.”



    



    “Was it? Do those two look alike? I’m not sure.”



    



    Representative Lim tilted his head with an even more puzzled expression.



    



    “They both look young, and their facial features look cold, but they become cute when they smile. People say they look alike.”



    



    Representative Lim looked like he couldn't agree.



    



    “When did Hyean ever smile in front of the camera, even if it was fake? Since meeting CEO Cho, he’s always kept his mouth shut and acted haughty wherever he went. He has a completely different image from Choi Hong-seo, who did whatever he was told to do on every program to somehow promote the group.”



    



    Representative Lim snorted and brought the filter to his lips. He took a drag on his cigarette and spat out a word along with the smoke.



    



    “Well, Choi Hong-seo was also X-gun with that refreshing face. If you think about the things Choi Hong-seo did behind the scenes with that face, the two might look similar.”



    



    “But it was concluded that Choi Hong-seo was the victim.”



    



    “Do you believe the trial results? If the trial is the victim, then it’s the victim? It’s because of Dasak that I went to the host bar. A truly innocent person would never have anything to do with that kind of thing in the first place.”



    



    “That’s true, but… being innocent isn’t a crime.”



    



    “What is this?”



    



    The disgruntled face of Representative Lim looked Yongjae up and down.



    



    “The fact that I ended up working at that host bar was because of the famous CEO who had planned it from the beginning. After that, he would gradually corner me. Well, since all my weaknesses were already taken care of, I couldn’t escape. Choi Hong-seo wasn’t the only one who fell for that method.”



    



    “Since when have you become so sophisticated and use words like ‘step by step’?”



    



    “But I watched it closely because it happened in the industry I work in. Just because you work in the entertainment industry doesn’t mean you deserve to be exploited in that way.”



    



    At Yongjae's timid protest, Representative Lim clicked his tongue and shook his head.



    



    “You’re good at everything, but the problem is that you’re too withdrawn. What good is a guy who works in this field who only likes people?”



    



    Then, as if he didn't care about other people's business, he narrowed his eyes and took another drag on his cigarette.



    



    “Anyway, why Choi Hongseo out of the blue?”



    



    “Hyun-i hyung is very proud of his appearance. People often say that he looks like me, so I was a little nervous, but it wasn’t anything serious. There wasn’t anything else that I could call a connection.”



    



    “If you’re going to insist that he’s a different person, I hope he changes his temper a bit.”



    



    The sigh of relief that Yoon Hye-an had regained consciousness only lasted for a moment.



    



    For the past few days, the patient has been insisting that she is not Yoon Hye-an, but Choi Hong-seo. She has cried, yelled, gotten angry, and even begged for people to believe her. Because of this, the patient has had to undergo all sorts of detailed brain tests and even psychological tests.



    



    “After being like this for several days, I’m starting to think that it would be better to just close my eyes and lie down.”



    



    Representative Lim stood up from the bench, spitting out a short curse. No matter what, how could he say such a scary thing? Yongjae also stood up after Representative Lim, glancing at his broad back.



    



    Representative Lim picked up the jacket that had been hanging on the bench and shook it out as he suddenly spoke to the bench across from him.



    



    “Students.”



    



    The two men who had been burying their noses in the cell phone screen instinctively looked this way. Representative Lim smiled broadly and gestured to the cigarette butts on the floor.



    



    “Cigarette butts should be thrown in the ashtray.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    "hurry?"



    



    The guys frowned. It wasn't like they were telling them not to smoke, but to throw their cigarette butts in the ashtray. They looked at them as if they were dumbfounded. The guys looked at the two men with bulky bodies in turn, and slowly picked up the cigarette butts with reluctant faces and threw them in the ashtray.



    



    Only then did Representative Lim walk toward the hospital building with a satisfied smile. He was someone you never knew. Yongjae shook his head and followed him.



    



    When I went up to the sickroom, the patient was standing in front of the closet by the window, rummaging through the drawers. Director Lim entered the room cautiously so as not to upset the patient.



    



    “Hye-ah… No, that’s right, Hong-seo. How are you feeling today?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo stopped his hands and stared at Representative Lim’s face. No matter how much he insisted that he was Choi Hong-seo and not Yoon Hye-an, no one had listened to him for the past few days.



    



    What I saw in the mirror was clearly Yoon Hye-an's face.



    



    Now, I even wondered if I was crazy. In fact, I was really Yoon Hye-an, but was something strange happening during the accident that made me believe I was Choi Hong-seo? I also thought about that.



    



    But for that to be the case, he remembered everything related to Choi Hong-seo too clearly. Date of birth, family relationships, debut date, activity history… The information he found on the Internet and his own memories were all consistent.



    



    On the other hand, I had no memory of Yun Hye-an.



    



    As someone in the same industry, all I could find were simple information and rumors I had heard here and there. I looked through Yoon Hye-an's Wikipedia just in case, but I didn't even feel like I could remember anything.



    



    But as the days passed, Choi Hong-seo was able to accept this one thing.



    



    No matter how much I insisted to them that I was not Yoon Hye-an, and no matter how much I revealed every single piece of information and memory related to Choi Hong-seo, no one would see me as Choi Hong-seo and not Yoon Hye-an.



    



    It can't be helped.



    



    It's possible for someone else's soul to reside in someone else's body.



    



    If someone were to claim that, he would be judged as not being in his right mind. It was something that would not be on a TV entertainment program that looked for strange people. It was fortunate that he was not locked up in a mental hospital.



    



    So I made up my mind.



    



    Even if I were to sit in this hospital room and show them the entire journey of Choi Hong-seo's life, their minds would not change. That would not be proof that I was Choi Hong-seo, but rather that I was Choi Hong-seo's stalker.



    



    “I’m going to be discharged from the hospital.”



    



    “Discharge? Why?”



    



    
      “His limbs are fine and his head is fine, so there’s no reason for him to stay any longer. And it’s a waste of money to go to the hospital.”
    

  
    At the mention of the hospital bill being a waste of money, Representative Lim and Yongjae looked at each other. Saying that money was a waste was something that was hard for Yoon Hye-an to say.



    



    “There’s nothing wrong, so the doctor said I can be discharged. He said I should be able to receive outpatient treatment.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who was taking out Yoon Hye-an's belongings from the drawer and laying them out on the bed, suddenly stopped. Then he looked across at Representative Lim and Yong-jae, who were standing blankly across the bed.



    



    “Oh, now that you mention it.”



    



    “Huh? Huh… Why?”



    



    “I ended up getting a single room, so the hospital bill was really high. Why would someone get a single room when they’re just lying around unconscious?”



    



    This time, Representative Lim and Yongjae's faces froze. They looked like they were shocked and speechless.



    



    However, it was Representative Lim who spoke first.



    



    “But still, Yoon Hye-an has some dignity. I deliberately made it a single room for your dignity, Inma.”



    



    The hospitalization fee was completely taken out of Yoon Hye-an's bank account, but CEO Lim spoke as if he was upset, as if he had paid the hospital bill with his own money. Then, belatedly, he raised both hands as if he had made a mistake and corrected his words.



    



    “Oh, right. Not Hyean, but Hongseo. Hongseo.”



    



    “No. You don’t have to. Now I know that I’m Yoon Hye-an. I have eyes too.”



    



    “Huh? Really? Did your memories come back?”



    



    Representative Lim smiled brightly and walked around the bed, grabbing Choi Hong-seo’s shoulder. It was a nimble movement compared to his heavy body. Choi Hong-seo shook his head.



    



    “I still don’t have any memories of Yun Hye-an.”



    



    Representative Lim, who had been biting his lip bitterly, scratched the back of his head with the hand that had been holding Choi Hong-seo's shoulder.



    



    “Yes, that could be possible. You already heard from the doctor, right? He said it’s not that rare. He said that if you don’t stress and go back to your previous life, your memories will come back.”



    



    “Yes, it will happen gradually.”



    



    Am I really Yoon Hye-an and have I gone crazy? Or am I Choi Hong-seo and something happened that no one can believe?



    



    In order to clarify the situation, Choi Hong-seo changed his mind and decided that he had to leave this hospital room and go out into the world. It wasn't something that could be done by appealing to anyone. Who would believe such a story?



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who was trying to put the few belongings he had spread out on the bed into his bag, straightened his back as if he remembered something and looked back at Representative Lim.



    



    “And I will get started.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    Representative Lim just blinked. Yoon Hye-an, who was busy rejecting people who were given work, saying things like, “I don’t like this for this reason,” “I don’t like that for that reason,” and “It’s not up to my level,” was going to do the work herself. And she did it with such a firm expression, as if she had made up her mind.



    



    “No, but still… wouldn’t it be better to rest for a while?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who appeared to be Yoon Hye-an, answered firmly while throwing the cell phone she was holding into her bag.



    



    “There’s an audition I really want to see.”



    



    The cicadas' chirping pierced my hearing through the open window for ventilation. It was an unrealistic sound that made it seem like the dizzying heat of summer was starting from there.



    



    @



    



    Yoon Hye-an lived in an officetel in Gangnam. It was a building like a commercial-residential complex built by a large construction company. Yoon Hye-an’s house had a floor space of about 85 square meters, and while it was not as spacious as a palace, it was the largest unit in the building.



    



    Officetel of a large corporation located in the heart of Gangnam, close to the subway station and along the main street.



    



    The idol group 'Titan' that Yoon Hye-an was a part of was definitely successful at one point. However, it was probably just barely able to repay the company's investment and start generating profits. 'Titan', like 'Layered' that Choi Hong-seo was a part of, had a long period of obscurity, and the investment that had to be recovered must have been considerable.



    



    Moreover, just as the team was starting to rise, Yoon Hye-an suddenly announced her withdrawal, saying she wanted to focus on her acting career.



    



    She did not leave ENA, her agency, because of that. All the members of 'Titan' attended the press conference for her withdrawal and cheered on Yoon Hye-an's future, giving the impression that her withdrawal was successful.



    



    However, Yoon Hye-an's acting career did not go as well as expected.



    



    As Choi Hong-seo remembers, Yoon Hye-an was cast as the lead in a public broadcasting miniseries right after her departure. There was controversy over her qualifications for casting her as the lead, as she had only had a few supporting roles and minor roles, but the broadcasting station went ahead with the plan.



    



    In the end, the drama had to end with the worst viewer ratings, along with controversy over the acting skills of lead actress Yoon Hye-an.



    



    A few months later, Yoon Hye-an took on a lead role again in another production. She had put a lot of effort into practicing acting and had an interview in which she expressed her determination to show a changed side of herself.



    



    However, after the work was broadcast, the public's response was cold. Contrary to what was said, there was no sign of development whatsoever.



    



    Because of this, there have been many articles criticizing the culture in which some idol-turned-actors with no acting skills at all take on lead roles regardless of their skills.



    



    Due to lower viewership ratings than previous works, the work had to be aired early.



    



    That was the last entertainment activity that Choi Hong-seo remembers Yoon Hye-an doing.



    



    It was unlikely that Yoon Hye-an would have had enough financial power to live in such a luxury officetel.



    



    Entering the living room with an unfamiliar structure that he had no recollection of, Choi Hong-seo slowly looked around.



    



    “Is this a monthly rental?”



    



    “… … ”



    



    Yongjae, who had been following her and putting down his luggage on the table, stopped and looked back. It seemed as if he wanted to say, “Do you really not remember anything?”



    



    “Yes, please.”



    



    “Did the company keep giving you that?”



    



    “At first, Mr. Cho gave it to me… but then he used it as a down payment. He said it had to be this house. My brother.”



    



    “Mr. Cho?”



    



    “… … ”



    



    Yongjae suddenly shut his mouth tightly. His face looked like he had made a slip of the tongue.



    



    “It’s all old news, old news. You used to pay the rent here in advance for about a year, but after the accident, the hospital bills and rent were probably deducted from your account.”



    



    Yongjae quickly changed the subject and started to busily walk around the kitchen, which didn't have much to clean. He muttered something about having to go grocery shopping since there was nothing to eat in the fridge.



    



    After observing him for a few days, ENA's CEO Lim seemed like an ordinary person. He was neither a bad boss nor a kind-hearted philanthropist. He was not a fundamentally cruel person, but he was not someone who would sacrifice his own life for others... Just an ordinary person.



    



    I can't ignore the life of a person who is still breathing, but I'm not the type of person who would pay the hospital bills and rent out of my own pocket and wait for a patient who may or may not wake up...



    



    But in the entertainment industry, someone like that was considered quite respectable.



    



    Or maybe I was just so unlucky that I only dealt with people who were hell-bent on taking my place? Choi Hong-seo thought bitterly as he walked towards the window.



    



    Yoon Hye-an’s house, located on the corner of the building, had windows on both sides of the living room. Looking down at the Nonhyeon-dong area from the south-facing window, Choi Hong-seo savored the feeling of the sunlight warming his exposed skin, the feeling of being alive.



    



    “How much is my mic?”



    



    "yes?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo looked back at Yong-jae who was asking questions and changed his expression and spoke again.



    



    “It’s money that the company paid for.”



    



    “Oh, yes. As for how much it would be… I’ll contact the finance team right now and find out.”



    



    Yongjae crouched down and searched for his cell phone, as if he would be scolded if he didn't answer right away.



    



    “You don’t have to do that right away. Do you have any idea how much it would be?”



    



    “Maybe… at least 5~6 thousand…”



    



    Choi Hong-seo knew plenty of idols and actors who insisted that their homes must be in Gangnam, or in branded apartments or officetels, even though they lacked the ability to do so. Those who had even once been treated like stars were even more stubborn. They couldn’t forget the taste because they had already tried it.



    



    Before debuting, during the days of the host bar, celebrities whose names and faces were known would sometimes show up at the store as players. They were the so-called 'retired' celebrities who had once been successful and ended up there because they couldn't pay their debts to the company. However, they all treated the other players like bugs, saying, "I'm different from you guys who live at the bottom."



    



    Even though they were dedicated VIP customers, most customers would only call them once or twice out of curiosity. In fact, they would often complain to customers because they couldn't suppress their pride and end up being kicked out without even receiving a settlement.



    



    They all believed, without exception, that they would soon return to their prime. Where would they be and what would they be doing then?



    



    If one more year passes like this, Yoon Hye-an will eventually end up holding the business card of a host bar madam.



    



    The bitterly smiling face of Choi Hong-seo, no, Yoon Hye-an, was dimly reflected on the glass window.



    



    “Mr. Yongjae, were you and I… close?”



    



    Yongjae's face, which he had turned around to look at, was filled with suspicion. He seemed to be on guard and afraid, wondering if someone was trying to trick him by pretending not to remember.



    



    
      “Rather than saying we were close, I guess I just knew my brother better.”
    

  
    “Rather than saying we were close, I guess I just knew my brother better.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “Because I was your dedicated brother. Wherever you went, I would take you and bring you back.”



    



    But I swallowed those words, thinking that maybe I wasn't that kind to Yongjae.



    



    “You said that Yongjae took care of my cat?”



    



    “Because there is no one else like me.”



    



    You had no family, no close friends to take care of your house or pets at a time like this.



    



    According to what the hospital found out, Yoon Hye-an's family relationships were complicated. No, perhaps it would be more correct to say that they were simple?



    



    When Yun Hye-an was not even one year old, her parents immigrated to the United States. Less than five years after immigrating, her parents divorced, and Yun Hye-an, who had been living between her biological father and mother several times, ended up living with her stepmother, who was not related to her by blood, when her biological father divorced his third wife.



    



    After that, he ran away from home several times and completely left the United States to come back to Korea, and lost contact with both his biological parents and stepmother. As a result, he was effectively without a family.



    



    The fact that not all families are harmonious and sacrificial to one another was a kind of misfortune that Choi Hong-seo could understand better than anyone else. It was a much more common story than people with ordinary families thought.



    



    “If you still need to adjust, I can keep you around a bit longer. Tiffany is cute and doesn’t cause any trouble.”



    



    “No, if you don’t mind, please bring her. You’ve been a bother to me so far, so I’ll have to take care of you from now on.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    Yongjae, who was tidying up the kitchen as if it were his own home, looked over. His long, slit eyes without double eyelids looked sharp at first glance, but the look in his eyes was



    



    "why."



    



    It looked as innocent as a frightened beast.



    



    “No, that’s not true. Then, if you rest, I’ll go and get Tiffany.”



    



    Although he said no, Choi Hong-seo seemed to have a vague idea. Before the accident, Yoon Hye-an was probably not the type of person to say such things.



    



    “I’ll go shopping while I’m out. There’s nothing to drink or anything. If there’s anything you want to eat, send me a message.”



    



    “It’s okay. I think it would be better for me to see the intestines myself.”



    



    “Directly?”



    



    “My favorite drinks and foods… I think they’ve all probably changed.”



    



    "ah…"



    



    Yongjae, who was standing in the hallway and shoving his feet into his shoes, slowly nodded his head. But his eyes were still suspicious and wary. He still couldn't completely believe that he had lost his memories.



    



    “But, bro.”



    



    "yes."



    



    “Could you please be a little more formal with that speech?”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “I can’t seem to get used to it. It’s like a different person, so it’s a bit… scary…”



    



    “I’m sorry… I feel the same way. I’ll slowly get used to it. Even if it’s awkward, please wait a little.”



    



    As Yongjae, who had finished putting on his shoes, stood still and spoke, the sensor above his head went off and the hallway became dark.



    



    "brother."



    



    Yongjae's expression and voice, which seemed almost solemn, seemed like that of a man who had gathered up his courage.



    



    “You really don’t remember anything…?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had come out to the front door to see Yongjae off, nodded.



    



    “You and I really don’t remember?”



    



    “That’s it for now. I’m sorry.”



    



    “You can’t even speak informally to me?”



    



    “I’ll do it slowly as we become closer.”



    



    Yongjae took a step closer with a serious expression on his face. The light didn’t turn on despite his movement, perhaps because he was out of range of the sensor.



    



    “Brother, then… how about an iced mocha latte instead of an iced vanilla latte?”



    



    It was an odd question with an unclear intention. Yongjae’s two eyes were waiting for his answer so earnestly that Choi Hongseo hesitated and pulled his upper body back, reacting absentmindedly.



    



    “Isn’t that it?”



    



    “Right? That’s it, right?? They’re both just very sweet drinks!”



    



    Yongjae looked moved, like someone who had been freed from an unfair misunderstanding after years of suffering. He even grabbed both of Choi Hongseo’s hands.



    



    Yongjae’s eyes, which were close to three hundred, looked closely at Choi Hongseo’s face. His eyes seemed to believe Choi Hongseo’s words much more than before. And rather than being anxious about the fact that Yoon Hye-an, who had just woken up, could not remember the past, he seemed relieved. Yongjae’s expression and shoulders looked much lighter as he left the front door, telling her to rest and not overdo it.



    



    The house I was in was quiet, as if it was cut off from the world.



    



    With a sense of fear, Choi Hong-seo suddenly felt a chill on the back of his neck and hurriedly opened the window. When some of the noise from outside leaked in and he felt connected to the world, he finally calmed down.



    



    Was it because of the memory of being alone in complete silence before waking up as Yun Hye-an? As Choi Hong-seo, I hated noise, but now I was afraid of silence. I felt like I would be sucked back into that loneliness where I was alone, without a body or a voice.



    



    I slowly looked around the house in the comfortable noise.



    



    There were three rooms. One of the two rooms facing the entrance seemed to be used as a storage room, and the other was a dressing room. The dressing room was overflowing with fancy designer clothes, bags, and shoes. The door wouldn't open properly.



    



    But the other spaces were barren. It was like a house that I would move out of tomorrow.



    



    Even though she lived in a fancy officetel built in an expensive area and was covered in luxury goods, perhaps the only thing that mattered to Yoon Hye-an was how she looked to others. Unlike her dressing room, which was so full that she couldn’t even fit one more T-shirt, there was absolutely no evidence of spending money anywhere else in the house.



    



    Choi Hong-seo walked into the bedroom with the blinds drawn and opened the drawer of the nightstand next to the bed. Among the odds and ends like a pack of cigarettes, a lighter, receipts, and keys, there was another cell phone.



    



    I sat on the bed and turned on my cell phone.



    



    Two of them were stored in the contact, and one of them was a member of the Titan.



    



    Yoon Hye-an was the face of the so-called 'Titan'. Among more extreme people, Yoon Hye-an was the one who heard compliments, not compliments, that her 'best job is her face'. How can you call her a bastard with such a pretty face?



    



    Although he had never heard good things about Yoon Hye-an, Choi Hong-seo shook his head, thinking that they were not a good match. Then, he suddenly touched his face with his hand. Thinking that this face right now must be that face.



    



    All records on the phone were erased.



    



    There were only a few messages of concern and congratulations on his discharge from the hospital from some diehard fans who even knew his private cell phone number. All records prior to his jump from Dongho Bridge were deleted.



    



    It wasn't that he was just pretending to die to scare someone, as Representative Lim thought, but that he was determined to successfully commit suicide. At least, that's what Choi Hong-seo, who had died once, thought.



    



    Suddenly, I felt tired.



    



    "under…"



    



    I let out a long sigh as I collapsed from my sitting position and lay down on my side. I lay curled up for a while, listening to the distant noise of the street coming through the open door. Anxiety and loneliness were slowly creeping up on me.



    



    Who am I, really?



    



    How long can I remain in Yun Hye-an's body like this?



    



    No, maybe I'm actually Yoon Hye-an.



    



    Yun Hye-an, who has gone mad and has fabricated memories, believes she is Choi Hong-seo.



    



    If that's the case, then the moment Yoon Hye-an regains her memories, will the persona she now believes to be Choi Hong-seo disappear?



    



    I jumped down because I wanted to disappear, but I was afraid of disappearing again. It was contradictory. But this state of not matching the inside and the outside was also confusing.



    



    To forget his anxiety, Choi Hong-seo looked at his cell phone. When he confirmed that the world was connected to Hae-sung, and that Hae-sung was alive, the thick fog that had been clouding his vision dissipated, and he felt as if the path he had to take was clearly revealed. He was able to forget his anxiety and confusion.



    



    It didn't matter if the road led to a dark and uncertain future. For now, I decided to just look at one thing and run towards it.



    



    
      I slowly re-read the article, which I had read and re-read several times since I first discovered it a few days ago.
    

  
    Director Kang Woo-hyun's , Production Restarts



    



    The film , which had been on hold for a while following the death of the late Choi Hong-seo, who was cast as the lead actor, is once again entering production.



    



    The production company 'J Company' officially announced today the audition schedule to cast new actors for the vacant roles.



    



    In addition to the role that was confirmed for Choi Hong-seo, they plan to find new owners for several other roles. This is because many of the actors who were originally cast are already appearing in other works due to production delays of several months.



    



     is the next work by master director Kang Woo-hyun, who is especially loved at overseas film festivals. It is a psychological thriller that deals with the strange conflicts that arise among the residents of a luxury villa called 'Cream Mansion' following a murder case.



    



    Meanwhile, “Cream Mansion” once had difficulty raising production costs.



    



    This is because, as befitting Director Kang Woo-hyun’s ambitious work that emphasizes aesthetic perfection, it is known that more than 15 billion won will be needed just for the set production. There was an analysis in the industry that the fact that Director Kang Woo-hyun’s works, which focus on artistry rather than popularity, have not had much of a box office hit so far, may have also worked against attracting investment.



    



    Fortunately, production was able to begin after the film investment company 'Hee-tsiot' decided to invest, but the lead actor's sudden accident made the future uncertain. However, 'Hee-tsiot' recently announced that they will support production as is without terminating the contract, and 'Cream Mansion' is able to see the light of day once again.



    



    The interest and anticipation of domestic and international movie fans is already growing as to who will take on the lead role following Choi Hong-seo.



    



    I must have fallen asleep at some point.



    



    When I opened my eyes to the sound of people coming from the living room, the sunlight through the blinds had become much softer. The sound of footsteps dragging their slippers, the sound of people moving around busily, putting something down and putting it away. Those little noises made by people were pleasant to hear. It made me feel safe.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had gotten up, went out to the living room.



    



    Even though he said it was okay, Yongjae was organizing things in front of the refrigerator in the kitchen, probably because he bought something to eat.



    



    “Brother, are you feeling unwell? Your complexion doesn’t look so good.”



    



    “It’s okay. I was a little tired so I lay down and I feel better now.”



    



    “Please drink this. You haven’t had any water since you got home, have you?”



    



    "thank you."



    



    After hearing Yongjae handing him a glass of water, he suddenly felt thirsty. While drinking the cool water in several gulps, Choi Hongseo glanced at the carrier on the Irish table. To be exact, he was looking at the cat wriggling inside the carrier.



    



    “I think this guy wants to come out now. Tiffany, he’s home. Hyung-ah’s home too.”



    



    Yongjae put the carrier on the floor and opened the door.



    



    The cat wandered around the outside of the carrier and then walked out cautiously. The cat came straight up to Choi Hong-seo and circled around him, but then turned around without hesitation and ran straight to Yong-jae. The little cry of the cat as it rubbed its body between Yong-jae’s calves was pitiful.



    



    “Inma, you’re my brother. Why are you crying when you see me all the time?”



    



    Yongjae, who was flustered, picked up the cat and approached Choi Hongseo. However, the cat did not seem to be interested in Choi Hongseo.



    



    “Huh? Why is this guy acting like this?”



    



    “It’s unfamiliar, but I can see it.”



    



    “Huh? How could you be a stranger? Inma, Tiffany, look. I told you, he’s the older brother you like.”



    



    Even though he didn't have a single close friend, he must have liked Yoon Hye-an at least as much as the cat he raised.



    



    Yongjae tried to comfort the cat a few more times as if he found it strange, but when it continued to show resistance, he had no choice but to put it down.



    



    “I guess it’s because it’s been a long time since you came home,” he said, with comforting words.



    



    The liberated cat then ran up to his cushion next to the sofa, rolled over, and began to leisurely lick his front paws. Choi Hong-seo, who had been staring at the peaceful sight of the cat, turned his head back to Yong-jae.



    



    “Mr. Yongjae, I’m still a member of ENA, right?”



    



    "yes."



    



    “How much time is left on the contract?”



    



    “There’s just over a year left until next year.”



    



    “Then please give up this house for now. Since there’s still time left on the contract, I think the landlord won’t say anything if I say I’ll pay the brokerage fee.” “The house?”



    



    “My bank account is empty… I have a mic at work. I have to pay it back quickly.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo showed his cell phone screen to Yong-jae, who had a reluctant expression.



    



    “And here. I’ll be auditioning. Get ready.”



    



    Needless to say, it was an audition notice for “Cream Mansion.”



    



    “Brother, no way…”



    



    Choi Hong-seo smiled and shook his head.



    



    “No, I still don’t think about myself as Choi Hong-seo. I don’t know why I suddenly did that back then, but… I guess I panicked because I had no memories of myself. I still feel anxious now, but… But I don’t have crazy thoughts like that anymore.”



    



    No matter what I thought inside, I decided to stop insisting in front of others that I was Choi Hong-seo, not Yoon Hye-an. It wasn't something that would work even if I insisted anyway.



    



    Yongjae's stiff expression brightened again.



    



    “I can help you with other things. In fact, since you woke up, I’ve been getting a lot of offers from all over the place.”



    



    A washed-up idol turned actor who woke up several months later after jumping off the Dongho Bridge and falling into a coma.



    



    It was a topic that people would be interested in. But even if they had tried to recruit her, it was obvious that it would be a low-level talk show focused on gossip. It was not the time to waste time on something like that.



    



    “No, I’ll take this. And please give me acting lessons from a good teacher.”



    



    “But bro, why do you keep calling the company debt miking?”



    



    "yes?"



    



    “The host bar players and room salon girls owe money to the store, but Mike King just pays it back.” My brother borrowed it from the company.



    



    The tone and expression were that this and that were completely different, as different as heaven and earth.



    



    “No, that’s what I mean… I’m not trying to contradict what you said… ”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “I was trying to say, ‘Don’t treat your brother the same as those people.’ Celebrities and those people are completely different.”



    



    Whether he took Choi Hong-seo's silence as unpleasantness or not, Yong-jae was unable to shake off his old habit of treating Yoon Hye-an and kept making excuses while sweating profusely.



    



    The term "micing" was one of the slang terms I was familiar with during my hosting days.



    



    However, there were quite a few people in the entertainment industry who lived a luxurious life on credit but ended up becoming dependent on debt owed to the company and became puppets of the company. The number of entertainers who earned a stable income of tens or hundreds of billions of won was less than 5% of the entire industry.



    



    They erase debts and prevent people from getting out, and they control the other person as they wish.



    



    In that context, there was no difference between the entertainment industry's micing and the entertainment industry's micing. At least, that was what Choi Hong-seo thought.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been standing there with a bitter and ambiguous smile, walked towards the sink holding the cup he had finished drinking from. Yong-jae's voice, still not convinced, followed him.



    



    “And this house is the one you said you wanted to live in no matter what. But are you really going to move?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo put the cup down in the sink and turned on the faucet to wash his hands.



    



    “Whether it’s miking or not, I’m sick of debt now.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    It wasn't.



    



    “I hate credit card installments so much.”



    



    He turned around, shaking off his wet hands, and smiled as if he was joking, but there was a bitter taste in his mouth.



    



    After Yongjae left with a greeting that he would come back again tomorrow, Choi Hongseo sat down some distance away in front of the cat cushion.



    



    I brought a toy from the storage room and waved it in front of him. He showed interest in the toy, but he didn't try to get down from the cushion. His eyes, full of curiosity and caution, just looked back and forth between Choi Hong-seo and the toy.



    



    I've never raised an animal, whether a cat or a dog, but the way it twitched its ears and tilted its head was so cute that it made me laugh.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been shaking the toy while grumbling weakly, rested his chin on his raised knees and sighed.



    



    'Hietsiot', the investment company that supported the production of 'Cream Mansion'.



    



    'Heeutsiot' was a film investment company run by Lee Hae-seong, the next head of ARA Group and the current vice president of ARA Electronics, with personal funds. Before, it was Lee Hae-seong's personal activity rather than a company. Then, after deciding to invest in 'Cream Mansion', Lee Hae-seong properly established a business and named it 'Heeutsiot'.



    



    It was a name derived from the initials of Haesung and Hongseo.



    



    【“The investment in the movie has already been decided, and no matter what Hongseo says, I won’t change my mind. So, there’s no longer any suspicion that I’m trying to sleep with Hongseo by holding the movie hostage. Right?”】



    



    During our time together, he never lied even once.



    



    If only there was one person like that by my side, the world would have been bearable and worth enduring. I didn't know that then. I think I know it now, after making a foolish decision, losing everything, and then coming back and seeing with my own eyes that I had lost everything.



    



    It would have been easier, and more worthwhile, to get down on my knees and beg him not to hate me.



    



    The cat, who was conflicted between curiosity about the toy and wariness toward Choi Hong-seo who was disguised as Yoon Hye-an, chose to remain wary. Choi Hong-seo waved a treat in front of the cat who had completely collapsed on the cushion.



    



    “Want a snack?”



    



    The guy who saw the fish in the transparent cylinder raised his head. It seemed like he was finally getting down from the cushion, but he snatched the snack from Choi Hong-seo's hand and immediately went back to the cushion.



    



    The guy started to eat the fish from the head with skillful skill. He didn’t forget to glance at the person who looked like the owner every now and then to be on guard. Choi Hong-seo sat with his knees up, rested his arms on them, and rested his chin on them, watching the guy’s actions blankly.



    



    The setting sun was shimmering orange on the living room floor.



    



    “But you know.”



    



    The cat looked this way, licking its lips with its small tongue.



    



    “That I am not Yun Hye-an.”



    



    The cat that didn't come to my side was actually a comfort.



    



    
      Because at least this guy seems to know that I'm not Yoon Hye-an.
    

  
    Auditions for  lasted for almost a month. It became a hot topic that over 1,000 people applied for the role of Hwang Ji-woo, which Choi Hong-seo was to play. Applicants who passed the third round were narrowed down to 9, and they were divided into groups of three for the final audition. Choi Hong-seo was assigned to the last day.



    



    The final audition location was, unusually, a suite in a luxury hotel.



    



    Choi Hong-seo had been to many auditions in the past, but this was his first time auditioning at a place like this. No famous director ever spent a huge amount of money on the audition venue for their work.



    



    The applicants waited in the living room, and the audition was held in the inner study. Because the space was so large, the three applicants were able to focus on their audition preparations while staying far apart from each other. Choi Hong-seo was assigned to a space with a round table.



    



    The autumn sun was warm and shining through the wide window overlooking the Han River and the city of Seoul beyond. Summer had completely passed.



    



    Yongjae, who had accompanied him, stood by the window, exclaiming in admiration, while Choi Hongseo repeated the lines he had memorized to the point where they were already stuck in his mouth.



    



    “It’s a movie that Lee Hae-seong invested in, so the scale is different. This is my first time in such a nice room.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    The name Lee Hae-seong, which suddenly came to his ears, was like a surprise attack to Choi Hong-seo. Even though he had done nothing wrong, his fingers tightened and the corners of the script crumpled.



    



    “The CEO said that this room costs 20 million won per night. Do you think they really rented it for 20 million won just for the audition?”



    



    "well…"



    



    I couldn't look straight at Yongjae, who was sitting in the chair across from me, and I just kept picking up and putting down the coffee cup in front of me.



    



    “Oh, hyung, you have to prepare for the audition, but I talked too much, right? I’ll be quiet, so concentrate.”



    



    The first applicant was in the middle of an audition, and Choi Hong-seo was next in line. While I was going through the third round, I was so focused on the idea that “no matter what happens, I have to do it,” but once I got to the final audition, I couldn’t help but feel nervous.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had put down the script, quietly pushed the chair and stood up. Yong-jae's gaze followed him.



    



    “Where are you going?”



    



    “It’s a bathroom.”



    



    “Again? You came back 10 minutes ago.”



    



    “I’ll go just one more time.”



    



    “It’s your turn next, so go quickly.”



    



    The guest bathroom was located next to the kitchenette, down a labyrinthine hallway, opposite the study where the auditions were being held.



    



    I washed my hands thoroughly with soap, took a deep breath, and practiced my lines one more time while looking at the unfamiliar face in the mirror that I was still not used to.



    



    “What about Yun Hye-an?”



    



    It was then that a noise was heard outside the door.



    



    “The fact that you’re here means you’ve reached the third stage. Is that possible with that smoke machine?”



    



    “He came back from the dead and is a hot topic these days. Is that why he was given the name?”



    



    “I don’t know about other people, but Director Kang? He’s talking nonsense. If he was the type of person to choose actors based on their popularity, his own work would have already been a hit.”



    



    The two people's voices, giggling mockingly, seemed joyful. They must have come to eat the snacks prepared in the makeshift kitchen by the production company, and their voices were mixed with the murmur of chewing food.



    



    “Our actor Park is a traditional actor, so that’s why he’s like that, but then why is Director Shim going through all this trouble to cast his child in a director’s work that won’t even be a hit?”



    



    “Even if you don’t do well at the box office, you do get a lot of awards overseas. Try winning an award at the Cannes or Berlin Film Festival. Your status will go up, and your value will definitely go up.”



    



    They seemed to be company officials of the two actors who were auditioning together today.



    



    One of them was an actor who was recognized for his acting skills even at a young age, and the other was a popular actor who had already reached the ranks of top stars. Perhaps because they were managers of successful actors, they didn't seem nervous even though it was an important audition.



    



    “Then why on earth did you bring Yoon Hye-an here? She can’t act, she’s trash, and there are rumors going around that she ruins the mood on set.”



    



    “Just look at the guy who left the team right away because he thought he would be a good actor. Have you ever seen a guy with no loyalty who has lasted this long in this industry? Does he do all the work by himself? He only works when someone calls him. Now, all his fans have fallen away.”



    



    “Surely it’s not like it’s really Yoon Hye-an?”



    



    Behind the worried voice came a confident snort.



    



    “If you really don’t want to ruin the movie, would you pick Yoon Hye-an?”



    



    Instead of getting rid of the label of X-Gun, Choi Hong-seo was given a new label of 'traitor who smokes and is a waste of time' after abandoning the team and not doing well. He didn't even feel wronged. It was more like he reaped what he sowed.



    



    Choi Hong-seo left the bathroom with a bitter smile. As he was about to pass by the open kitchen door, a voice mixed with laughter called out to him.



    



    “Huh? Hyean, were you there?”



    



    He must have heard the whole story, but he didn't seem to care. Instead, he looked like he was amused, hoping he had heard everything. The other person who was there was equally shameless.



    



    “Audition is next, right? Let’s work hard together.”



    



    “Yes, I will do my best. Unlike other actors, I am really desperate and I hope to become a champion. Okay.”



    



    He bowed his head and left the hallway.



    



    “That shit is still the same.”



    



    There was some gossip behind me, but it wasn't hard to ignore it. It was just nonsense that didn't even deserve a laugh. I guess I should think about the rascal who was gossiping so excitedly while saying all sorts of things.



    



    I vaguely knew that Yoon Hye-an’s industry reputation was not good. Since she was a stranger and I had no close relationship with her, I didn’t try to find out more. However, it seemed that her reputation was worse than I thought.



    



    Yoon Hye-an was one year younger than Choi Hong-seo, and one year her senior when she debuted. They both debuted as adults, making them the oldest members of the team.



    



    Yoon Hye-an, who debuted as a member of the idol group 'Titan', had to spend several years in obscurity, just like 'Layered', which Choi Hong-seo was a member of. 'Titan' began to become known to the public when Yoon Hye-an began working as an actress. That was clear.



    



    The controversy over his acting ability has been constant since then. However, since the work he participated in at the time was a sitcom that did not require much depth of acting, some fans came to view his awkward and stiff acting as cute. The immense popularity of the work itself also played a part.



    



    How was Yoon Hye-an, who had no name recognition or acting experience, cast in a sitcom by a famous writer and PD? There were many rumors about this on the web at the time. Whatever the reason, it was definitely the sitcom that started the rise of 'Titan' thanks to Yoon Hye-an's popularity.



    



    However, after that, Yoon Hye-an suddenly lost interest in idol activities. For a while, 'Titan' was promoted as a five-member group without Yoon Hye-an, and shortly thereafter, a press conference was held to announce Yoon Hye-an's withdrawal.



    



    Choi Hong-seo honestly wasn't interested in what kind of life Yoon Hye-an had lived. He didn't have any intention of studying her life in detail and pretending to be Yoon Hye-an.



    



    However, Yoon Hye-an was simply facing the reality that she had to take responsibility for the life she had lived up to now.



    



    From the beginning, I didn't know how long the state of discord between my inner and outer self would last.



    



    For the past month, when I've been obsessed with auditions, I've thought about this every night as I close my eyes.



    



    Will I be able to open my eyes as Choi Hong-seo again tomorrow morning?



    



    Will he completely return to Yun Hye-an and the current Choi Hong-seo disappear, or will both Yun Hye-an's body and Choi Hong-seo's soul be destroyed?



    



    Since something absurd happened once, there was no way it could happen again. Every day was a continuous cycle of anxiety, as it was an existence that might disappear.



    



    Nevertheless, I couldn't help but come here.



    



    Even though Choi Hong-seo disappeared, Lee Hae-seong did not cancel his investment in this film. The film that had been on hiatus was stirring to be reborn. Like a heart that had stopped beating again and a breath that had stopped breathing again. Like a dead person coming back to life.



    



    When I thought that I might disappear again at any moment, I had no time to hesitate or worry. Even the laughter and finger-pointing of others were nothing more than trivial trifles.



    



    When I lived as Choi Hong-seo, those things seemed like my whole world… I felt like I was being strangled by even a single comment from someone I didn’t even know…



    



    “Brother, why are you coming now? They said it’ll be our turn soon so wait.”



    



    Yongjae, who was on his way to call Choi Hongseo out of anxiety, ran into him halfway. Thanks to their taunts earlier, the tension had disappeared and only venom remained, so he was grateful.



    



    “I’m sorry. I was practicing in the mirror…”



    



    “Honestly, hyung, your acting has improved to a really scary degree. I don’t know much about it, but it’s impossible to improve that much in just one month. I just didn’t know it until now, but hyung, you’re definitely a genius. You’ll pass.”



    



    “Thank you. I’ll make sure you get cast.”



    



    Yongjae smiled faintly at Choi Hongseo's words.



    



    “I told you, hyung, you’re really like a different person these days. Oh, in a good way!”



    



    Even though she looked like Yoon Hye-an on the outside, everything else was Choi Hong-seo. Her memories, habits, tastes, and even the skills she had accumulated were all the same.



    



    Since I had already been chosen by Kang Woo-hyun once for the role of Hwang Ji-woo, I was strangely confident about the audition from the beginning. Kang Woo-hyun was a person who had a consistent taste when it came to works, and no investor could break Kang Woo-hyun’s stubbornness.



    



    No matter how many times I repeated the audition with a different appearance, I had a strong belief that Director Kang Woo-hyun would definitely choose Choi Hong-seo as the role of Hwang Ji-woo every time.



    



    
      “Ms. Yoon Hye-an, please come in.”
    

  
    I crossed the living room following the instructions of the audition staff. The actor who had auditioned earlier had already returned to his seat and was talking to his manager. The actor waiting for Choi Hong-seo’s turn also showed no sign of being wary of ‘Yoon Hye-an.’



    



    The staff knocked first in front of the study.



    



    “Applicant Yoon Hye-an, please come in.”



    



    The door opened and I followed the staff into the study. The study, with its soft, dark blue carpet, felt much cozier than the practice rooms or production company offices where auditions were usually held.



    



    “Ms. Yoon Hye-an, please introduce yourself first.”



    



    After taking a deep breath, I looked straight ahead with a polite attitude. However, the simple greeting I had prepared froze in my mouth for a moment.



    



    A long table with four judges sitting side by side. Each and every one of them had a familiar face. When Choi Hong-seo was confirmed to be cast, I had already greeted the production company president, general producer, and director Kang Woo-hyun. And unexpectedly, between the production company president and director Kang, there was Lee Hae-seong.



    



    All bodily activity ceased at once, and after a while all bodily activity began to malfunction. My breathing became ragged, my heart raced, and the script in my hand was crumpled haphazardly.



    



    “Ms. Yoon Hye-an.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “Ms. Yoon Hye-an?”



    



    “Oh, yes.”



    



    He flinched as if he had been possessed by something and then suddenly came to his senses, and answered the name that still did not seem to belong to him. The staff member was looking at him with an even more confused expression.



    



    “Greetings and introductions.”



    



    “Yes, I’m sorry.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had already bowed, bowed even more deeply this time and greeted with a confident and firm voice as he had prepared.



    



    “Hello. This is Yoon Hye-an. Please take care of me.”



    



    Then, the event staff introduced the judges in a mechanical tone.



    



    “From the left, the production company representative, the investment company representative, the director, and the general producer.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong joined the judging panel with the title of investment company representative. He was wearing a white shirt with his jacket off, leaning loosely against the back of the chair, and was touching the documents on the desk with his long fingers. His eyes were rarely looking in this direction, but were instead resting on the documents.



    



    So it was rather fortunate, because I could see him as much as I wanted while he was not looking this way.



    



    Director Kang was the first to speak with a smile, perhaps thinking that Choi Hong-seo's flustered attitude was due to a change in the judging panel.



    



    “The faces of the people sitting here have changed a lot since the first and second rounds, right? I guess it’s because this is the final audition. You can think of them as the heads of each department at . Hmm… If I say it like this, will Hye-an get more nervous?”



    



    It seemed like Director Kang was joking in his own way, so Choi Hong-seo smiled awkwardly.



    



    “Don’t be so nervous, Hye-an. You’ve been acting well up until the third round, but since we’re on the subject, I faced a lot of opposition while I was helping Yoon Hye-an pass the third round.”



    



    "yes…"



    



    “Everyone tried to dissuade me because it would be difficult to work with Yoon Hye-an, whose reputation was so bad.”



    



    Even when I was cast as Hwang Ji-woo as Choi Hong-seo and we worked together several times, Director Kang was still this straightforward person. Instead, he was someone who didn't have any hidden intentions. He was still the same.



    



    “But when I looked at it directly, it wasn’t a smoke machine.”



    



    “Thank you. You worked hard.”



    



    “Everyone tried to dissuade me, but my acting skills were good, and my image fit the role so well that I couldn’t give up. My image is also similar to that of Hong Seo, who was originally cast as Hwang Ji Woo.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    Hae-seong Lee, who had been looking down at his desk with a consistently expressionless face the whole time, suddenly raised his head. His disgruntled eyes glanced at the audition participant once, then quickly looked down at his desk again.



    



    “Is that so?”



    



    There was an awkward silence in the room for a moment as he quietly stood there, feeling as if he had stepped back. His tone seemed to subtly express antipathy, so it was even tense.



    



    “It looks completely different to me, but I’m curious to know what parts you think are so similar.”



    



    It wasn't a tone of speech that ignored Director Kang's words or seemed aggressive. Rather, it was closer to the feeling of dissatisfaction with 'Yoon Hye-an', who was said to be similar.



    



    “Hwang Ji-woo is a mysterious figure from the perspective of the residents of ‘Cream Mansion.’ His age, family history, and occupation are all unknown. That’s why I wanted the actor who plays him to have that kind of image. He’s like a boy, and a young man… He seems quite worldly, but at other times, he’s also innocent. But I feel that way from Yoon Hye-an right now. He’s neither a boy nor a young man, neither good nor evil, but rather, he’s on a precarious borderline.”



    



    Director Kang was excited and talked for a long time, but there was still no change in Hae-seong Lee’s eyes and expression. It seemed like he didn’t agree at all. His eyes, which didn’t sparkle, sighed as if they were bored and moved his lips.



    



    “Let’s look at the acting first.”



    



    It was a dry voice with no highs or lows, but it took over our hearing like a scream or a shout.



    



    While looking at him and listening to his voice, Choi Hong-seo's body got goosebumps and shivers several times.



    



    It was like the day I first met him.



    



    A sense of deja vu, as if one has been captured in a scene from the past and is experiencing it again.



    



    Even then, he spoke in a bored and pitiful voice.



    



    【“Let’s turn off the music.”】



    



    Even though it was a small voice that did not require much effort, everyone listened to him. His words acted as commands to the others present. Even when he did not speak in the imperative tone.



    



    That day was even more unforgettable because it was the first and last time he looked at her with such a calm, searching gaze.



    



    If only we could go back to that day and start over from the beginning… how great would that be?



    



    “Then, I’ll look at the free acting first. The designated acting comes after that.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo regained his senses at the director's voice. He stood with his back to the judges for a moment, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath.



    



    I still remember the personal cell phone number he gave me personally, but now I can't call him. I can't even create a chat room for just the two of us. I knew where his house was, and before, when I went to see him when he wasn't there, I could wait for him in the bedroom or living room. But now, I was no longer his VVIP.



    



    So I had to get this role. It was the only way to see him up close.



    



    One, two, three, four, five. I counted with my fingers folded one by one.



    



    “When you’re ready, start. Don’t be impatient.”



    



    I closed my eyes and nodded my head at Director Kang’s voice. I opened my eyes and turned my body when I was ready. I slowly approached the staff member who was prepared to be my counterpart and my lines began.



    



    “Listen, Nikolai.”



    



    It was a scene from Anton Chekhov's work "Ivanov."



    



    “You may think that all this is wise and correct judgment, according to the rules of psychology. But to me, this is nothing but a scandal and a misfortune!”



    



    It was just a scandal and a misfortune. Even though it wasn't a scene that was intentionally prepared, it felt like it was his story and mine.



    



    Even without looking at him, Choi Hong-seo could feel his gaze piercing her skin. The first day they met, the performance he had performed in front of her was also a work by Anton Chekhov.



    



    “Nikolai, everything in the world is simple. The ceiling is white, the boots are black, and the sugar is sweet. You love Sasha, and Sasha loves you. If you love, stay, if you don’t love, leave. That’s it. It’s simple.”



    



    Even when I was performing on stage, I felt a different kind of nervousness when I knew he would be there. It was even more so when he was there.



    



    It was an anxiety, or rather, a thrilling excitement, that could not be alleviated no matter how many times one folded one's fingers.



    



    If what I felt when I looked at him was excitement, what he felt when he looked at me was a tingling, hot stimulation. That elation was now vividly reviving in the blood vessels of Yoon Hye-an, not Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “What else do you need? Money? That’s nothing! Principles, Schopenhauer… It’s all nonsense…”



    



    Choi Hong-seo swallowed dry saliva and lowered his voice.



    



    “Nikolai, I have 10,000 rubles hidden in the bank.”



    



    He rolled his eyes and looked around, as if someone might hear, and approached the stand-in. Secretly, with a sense of pity.



    



    And he caressed the substitute's cheek. As if he were brushing the cheek of a lover who was too precious to touch.



    



    “No one in the family knows about this money… You two… take this and leave.”



    



    Lebedev, played by Choi Hong-seo, was a friend of his counterpart Nikolai Ivanov. So his current performance, which seems to be sending off the person he loves with someone else, could have been interpreted with a different nuance from the original. However, it was a performance that left plenty of room for interpretation in both ways.



    



    The performance continued for about a minute. After finishing his performance, Choi Hong-seo bowed his head to his co-star and the judges. The first to speak was the health director.



    



    “That’s interesting. Did you interpret the scene yourself?”



    



    
      "yes."
    

  
    “That’s interesting. Did you interpret the scene yourself?”



    



    "yes."



    



    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen an actor express Lebedev trying to persuade Nikolai in that way. Most actors end up giving a speech to bring out Nikolai’s passion. But Yoon Hye-an expressed it in a way that was rather pitiful, which was unique.”



    



    “Nikolai continues to feel helpless, even while receiving the most passionate and pure love from Sasha. I thought that perhaps Lebedev could feel deep compassion for him, thinking that no joy in life could save him.”



    



    “Um… Okay, I enjoyed it. Does anyone else have any questions?”



    



    Fortunately, the director's expression wasn't bad.



    



    “Do you like Anton Chekhov?”



    



    This time it was a question of understanding. And before Choi Hong-seo could answer, he added aggressively.



    



    “It doesn’t look like it.”



    



    “I wouldn’t say I like him, but I practiced a lot of his works. I know that other actors besides me have worked on Anton Chekhov’s works a lot. He’s such a famous writer.”



    



    There was no noticeable change in his face after hearing the answer. This lack of change rather revealed his low mood. It seemed that he did not like anything about 'Yoon Hye-an' standing in front of him.



    



    It's also relaxing to fold your fingers like Choi Hong-seo. It's also choosing Anton Chekhov's works like Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “Did you know in advance that the original owner of this role was Choi Hong-seo?”



    



    "…yes."



    



    “So, did you refer to Choi Hong-seo?”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “In simple terms, it’s asking whether you calculated that imitation would be advantageous.”



    



    He was using quite strong language. He never raised his voice, but the discomfort he felt was clearly conveyed.



    



    Only then did I feel the pain all over my body as I realized that he hated me.



    



    Even though she looked like Yoon Hye-an on the outside, everything else was Choi Hong-seo. Her memories, habits, tastes, skills. Even her heart that loved someone.



    



    From the beginning to the end. I have never seen such a cold-eyed understanding of myself.



    



    I had never received anything but careful, warm, generous, and affectionate courting glances from him, so the pain he gave me was so unfamiliar.



    



    “I just acted the way I felt. I didn’t imitate.”



    



    I tried to look into his eyes and answer calmly, but my voice was shaking as I tried to suppress my sadness.



    



    His eyes, with his lips pursed, too easily left Choi Hong-seo. As if he had no more interest or curiosity. As if it wasn’t worth it. He put down his pen, leaned back, and folded his arms tightly. And then he spoke in a flat voice.



    



    “If no one else has any further questions, let’s move on to the designated acting.”



    



    What sadness?



    



    Even when her indifferent parents only responded to the money she earned, and even when she was used and threatened by a famous CEO, she never felt that way.



    



    To Choi Hong-seo, sadness was a privileged emotion that only children who received an overflowing amount of love could feel. It was the childishness of children who had received so much love as a matter of course, to the point where they could not even allow the interest and affection directed at them to be directed elsewhere for a moment.



    



    So, for the first time since he was born with the coldness of understanding, he felt sorrow. Because he was the only person who could make Choi Hong-seo feel sorrow.



    



    As soon as the car pulled out of the hotel's underground parking lot, Lee Hae-seong looked for the pack of cigarettes stored in the armrest. Lee Hae-seong's hand, which took out a cigarette from it, was slower than usual. Like someone who was deeply engrossed in some thought, possessed.



    



    They look alike.



    



    I never had that thought at all.



    



    A face shape with a soft forehead and cheeks but a sharp jawline, eyes that look gentle but also have a strong presence, skin that is transparent rather than white. If we were to compare each individual feature one by one, we could say that they are similar, but there are countless people in the entertainment industry with such features.



    



    Hae-seong's eyes were narrowed as he looked out the window but did not see what was there. His cheeks were deeply sunken as he inhaled the cigarette smoke more deeply than usual.



    



    When I took a deep breath and saw my fingers folding one by one, I couldn't keep my composure anymore. It was a long-standing habit of Choi Hong-seo, and because of that, it was a habit that was passed on to Lee Hae-seong.



    



    It was a famous routine of Choi Hong-seo that was widely known among fans, and if you really want to be specific, it wasn't a particularly unusual habit. When she tried to convince herself that it was something that could easily overlap, Yoon Hye-an started acting out Anton Chekhov's works.



    



    I couldn't help but think that he wasn't similar to Choi Hong-seo, but rather that he was deliberately imitating Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Am I being overly sensitive?



    



    The fact that Choi Hong-seo had performed Anton Chekhov's work on the day we first met was known only to those in the reception room. The information may have leaked from one of those people, but yes, it could have been a series of coincidences.



    



    I tried to think that way, but the discomfort didn't seem like it would go away easily.



    



    I was angry because that actor had taken away Choi Hong-seo's unique personality. It felt like even his memories had been stolen, and it felt like someone had carelessly destroyed the precious cake that he had been unable to touch with a fork.



    



    While brushing away the ashes that had already burned down by half, Lee Hae-seong opened his mouth in a tired voice.



    



    “Sir.”



    



    “Yes, Vice President.”



    



    Director Kang, who was riding in the passenger seat, answered while half-turning around.



    



    “I’m talking about actress Yoon Hye-an.”



    



    "yes."



    



    “Were you close to Hongseo?”



    



    “No, I didn’t see that person’s name on the list.”



    



    There was no way Director Kang could have misremembered the information.



    



    While the trial of those involved in the 'X Group Scandal' was in progress, Lee Hae-seong had instructed Director Kang to thoroughly investigate Choi Hong-seo and his surroundings, separately from the prosecution's investigation. The purpose was to secure as much evidence as possible in case the trial went in a direction unfavorable to Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Relationships with family, a few close acquaintances, and even colleagues you worked with in the past.



    



    And he had also contacted the famous president of UB Entertainment, who was on trial while in custody. At that time, Myung Do-hoon, who had been completely betrayed by Executive Director Lee Seo-kyung and had no choice but to give information to Lee Hae-seong. He might have had the expectation that if he gave Lee Hae-seong the information he wanted, he might be able to reduce his sentence, and he might have had a desire for revenge against Executive Director Lee Seo-kyung, who he could not die alone.



    



    'Not all parents are the same. Parents who fight and don't care? There are more of them than people think. When I hear from players that there are kids like that around them, I tell them to bring them. Kids who are not in the spotlight, have a half-and-half face, and just wander around without thinking about anything.'



    



    President Myung opened his mouth like that.



    



    He said that it was not an uncommon method in that field. There were many so-called 'players' who came to work on their own, but only a very small number of them were 'sellable players' who made real money. They did not sit around waiting to find a pearl in the mud.



    



    'At first, I just tell them to come hang out. Bring their friends and have a drink, sing, and hang out at the store. And if there's someone among them that they think will make a lot of money, I treat them well. Not like a host bar owner, but like a friendly older brother. That way, I can get rid of their resistance to going to the store.'



    



    One of the people who caught the eye of the famous CEO and seemed like he would make a lot of money was Choi Hong-seo. Unfortunately.



    



    'When I no longer have that much resistance to the entertainment industry, they ask me to help them temporarily, saying that they are short on players. Just ask them to fill the number of people. Since it was a favor from a close friend, I agreed to it at first because he was worried. Then I gave them the money they would have earned by serving at a cafe for a week as allowance, saying it was a thank you.'



    



    In this way, one step at a time, we walk into a trap that has been planned and planned without even realizing it.



    



    'I don't put that much effort into just anyone. I pick out the high-class kids who I can literally suck out of the VIPs. If I can definitely tell that they're VIPs, then it's safer to start construction. It's not illegal, and it doesn't seem like it's mandatory, so VIPs prefer it. On the surface, they're just walking into the entertainment industry on their own and rolling into their mouths, so there's no reason for it to be illegal.'



    



    And in the recording that Director Kang brought, President Myung added the following.



    



    
      'The child that Lee Seo-kyung took a picture of was Hong-seo.'
    

  
    When he caught the eye of President Myung and Lee Seo-kyung, Choi Hong-seo was just twenty years old, having just graduated from high school. Legally, he was an adult, but socially, he was still a child. It was more terrifying than a violent threat with a knife.



    



    'Think about it carefully, sir. I only did what Lee Seo-kyung told me to do! In a way, I'm a victim like Hong-seo! Please... Please speak kindly to the vice president. Okay?'



    



    Lee Hae-seong stopped recording while listening to the voice of CEO Myung, who dared to say that he was a victim like Choi Hong-seo and appealed to Director Kang for leniency. If it wasn't about Choi Hong-seo, it would have been just the sound of a dog barking.



    



    Anyway, I don't remember seeing the name Yun Hye-an on any other investigation lists at the time.



    



    Meanwhile, the car was entering Dongho Bridge to head to Yeoksam, where ARA Electronics’ headquarters was located. Lee Hae-seong took a drag on his cigarette, which was so short that it almost touched the filter, without even taking a puff, and then he threw his neck into the ashtray without any regret.



    



    “Please find out more about the people around Hongseo if there are any areas that haven’t been fully investigated. Also, please briefly check on actress Yoon Hye-an herself.”



    



    “Shall we go into more detail?”



    



    “No, the basics are enough for now.”



    



    "All right."



    



    “And when did you return from the Gumi factory?”



    



    “It's Thursday.”



    



    “I’ll stop by Hanam on my way up that day, so give me some time.”



    



    Director Kang hid his surprise and checked Lee Hae-seong's expression through the rearview mirror.



    



    If it was Hanam, it meant the memorial park where Choi Hong-seo's remains are laid to rest.



    



    Hae-seong had never visited there before. No, to be exact, he had never been inside the Bongandang building. He had sent someone to decorate the coffin with new flowers every week, and he had been to the entrance of the memorial park several times.



    



    But he has yet to succeed in getting out of the car.



    



    I just came back after smoking several cigarettes in the backseat and staring blankly at the building standing there with Mt. Namhan in the background for a while.



    



    But this time, his voice was unusual. It was as if he had made up his mind to face Hongseo, Hongseo's death.



    



    “Is he finally determined to step out of the long shadow?” said Director Kang in a cautious voice, trying not to show his delight.



    



    “Are you okay?”



    



    “Well… I feel strange today.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “I think I might be able to go now.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong leaned his head back on the seat, muttering to himself. Outside the window, the autumn Han River sparkled brilliantly like shards of the sun broken into tens or millions of pieces.



    



    “Time has passed. You will eventually overcome ‘that thing’.”



    



    “I’m sure Hongseo will be happy to see you.”



    



    Director Kang misunderstood that the traces left by Choi Hong-seo were fading away. However, Lee Hae-seong just smiled quietly. It was a smile like an introverted boy who was happy to recall his own secrets in the midst of many people.



    



    I didn't feel the need to explain it in words.



    



    No matter how much time passes, 'these memories' and 'these feelings' will never become distant and blurred, and will never change into 'that memory' and 'that feeling'.



    



    @



    



    “When moving a cat, you shouldn’t just hold the front paws and armpits… um, one hand on the chest, one hand on the stomach… hold them separately and move them…”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who was sitting on a small two-person sofa next to the bed and mumbling a book, lifted his head for a moment and saw a cat.



    



    Tiffany, curled up in a circle inside Catpole's transparent hammock, was staring down at me.



    



    “You have to give me a chance to hug you… Tiffany, when are you going to hug me?”



    



    Despite the rather desperate question, the boy just licked his lips with an indifferent expression. Choi Hong-seo returned his gaze to the book.



    



    “When you do a butt-pumping, if you make a loud meowing sound and lower your butt… Ah, this is an expression to lower the intensity…”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been nodding and seriously thinking about the contents, looked at the cat again. And this time, he turned the book over for a moment, right on the page he was reading.



    



    “Butt-bang-bang? You don’t even let me hug you, so will there ever be a day when I can do butt-bang-bang? What do you think, Tiffany?”



    



    Meow.



    



    This time, the guy opened his mouth as if yawning and made a sound. I laughed bitterly because it seemed like he was saying something like, "No way."



    



    After organizing the officetel in Nonhyeon-dong, it has been about two weeks since we moved out of Gangnam-gu and into Yongsan-gu.



    



    It was not far from the villa where Lee Hae-seong stayed for the last time in 'Layered', and it was even closer to the shabby accommodation where he had stayed for a long time before that. This interesting area, where narrow multi-family housing complexes where cars could not even enter the alleys and exotic affluent neighborhoods were right next to each other, fortunately, was not much different from the image in Choi Hong-seo's memories.



    



    Although it couldn't compare to the officetel where Yoon Hye-an used to live, the new house wasn't too small for a studio apartment. For Choi Hong-seo, who had been living in a dormitory for a long time, cramming bunk beds into a multi-family house without even a separate living room, this was enough for him.



    



    I put a bed by the window, and installed a cat pole at the foot of the bed. It was a place where I could look down on the long rectangular house at a glance, and I could look outside and get some sunlight. I tried putting a cat tower or cat pole in a place like that, as I read in a book, and it really worked. It became his hideout in about a month.



    



    To him, Choi Hong-seo was a suspicious person who only had the same appearance as his master, but to Choi Hong-seo, the cat was also an unfamiliar creature. This was because he had never raised a pet before.



    



    In order to live with the cat, I had to learn and master everything from A to Z. Thanks to this, books like “Cat Butler’s Work Diary,” “Meow Meow Cat Encyclopedia,” and “How is Your Cat Now?” were scattered around the small house.



    



    "tiffany."



    



    The little guy's ears twitched inside the semicircular transparent acrylic.



    



    “What do you think? Do you think I’ll audition for Cream Mansion?”



    



    Still, he wouldn't come near me without a treat, and he wouldn't allow me to pet him or hold him, so I had a hard time brushing him. I had to take the time to study cat habits, but I still didn't mind living with him.



    



    No, I'm glad he was there.



    



    If I had been alone, I would have been even more unbearable in this anxious situation. I might not have been able to stay at home and might have wandered the streets every night to soothe my anxiety.



    



    At least the guy looked at me when I spoke to him like he did now. Sometimes he twitched his ears, let out a little whine, and waggled his tail. As if he was listening and telling me to keep talking.



    



    Of course, it would be better if you let me pat and hug you…



    



    Choi Hong-seo pulled his legs up onto the sofa and rested his chin on his knees. “They said the audition results would come out today, but why haven’t I heard anything yet?” Tiffany tilted her head.



    



    “It’s not even 1 o’clock yet. Am I being too hasty?” I asked, nodding again.



    



    “If I don’t get cast… there’s no way I’ll ever see that person again.”



    



    Now I am nothing to him. I am a stranger who he cannot contact or visit. No, I am a person he cannot contact or visit.



    



    The cat didn't react this time. It didn't even nod.



    



    What would you do if you could meet him again? What would you be able to do in front of that person now? It seemed like he was making such a point. It was probably just a thief's arbitrary interpretation of his own numb feet.



    



    “Tiffany, would you like a snack?”



    



    To cheer up his anxious mind waiting for the audition results, Choi Hong-seo raised his voice tone. At the word snack, the boy raised his head and pricked up his ears. As Choi Hong-seo got up from the sofa and walked toward the kitchen, the boy jumped down from the cat pole.



    



    I found it cute how honest the guy was, only breaking boundaries when it came to snacks, but never at other times. It made me laugh.



    



    “Okay, I’ll give it to you now. Tiffany, do you want some churu?”



    



    The liquid form of Churu was the boy's favorite snack. Just hearing the word Churu made the boy feel happy, and the boy's crying became louder as he followed him.



    



    Just as I was about to open the storage cabinet where I kept my snacks, my cell phone, which I had left on the sofa, rang.



    



    
      “Just a moment. I’ll answer the phone and give it to you right away.”
    

  
    He said that while looking down at the guy with the balchi, and hurried towards the sofa. It seemed like it was going to be an audition-related call, so his palms got sweaty in that short moment.



    



    The caller was Yongjae. One, two, three… He took a deep breath, folded his fingers one by one, counted to five, and then connected the call.



    



    “Yes, Mr. Yongjae.”



    



    [Hyung, you've been cast! You've been cast as Hwang Ji-woo!]



    



    As soon as I picked up the phone, Yongjae's excited voice poured out.



    



    [I just got a call from the production company. They said it's been confirmed that my brother will be doing it!]



    



    “Aren’t you going to do any more auditions?”



    



    [That's right. It's just finalized as your brother!]



    



    Even if nine people were selected as finalists, there were many cases where additional auditions were held with two or three people left. I was prepared for additional auditions even if I survived this time, so I was surprised to hear the news that I had passed the final round.



    



    [Director Kang Woo-hyun's movie starring... Is this possible? I can't believe this day has come for us! The guy who always gets criticized for his bad acting... hyung... this...]



    



    Yongjae's excited voice gradually slowed down and became smaller, and finally died down completely. Then a dead voice soon followed.



    



    [I'm sorry, bro. That's not what I meant…]



    



    “It’s okay. I know what you mean. Actually, it doesn’t feel real to me either.”



    



    [But when you started practicing, I really thought you were different from before! Everyone at the company was surprised that you had matured after the accident. I can guarantee you, you are no longer the Yoon Hye-an you used to be! You are the lead in Director Kang Woo-hyun's movie! I'm so proud of you!]



    



    While listening to Yongjae’s excited voice, Choi Hongseo also began to feel it more and more real. He felt like his joy was contagious because there was someone who was happy about it as if it were his own.



    



    It was strange that I could feel happy even in a confusing situation where my insides and outsides didn't match. But I was happy anyway. Because I had the opportunity to see him, to be close to him even a little bit.



    



    Tiffany, who had followed him from the kitchen, sat near his feet and cried. She seemed to be upset because he was doing something else instead of giving him a snack. Choi Hong-seo tried to calm his emotions and maintain his composure as he walked back to the kitchen.



    



    [The CEO said he'd prepare a celebration party for you today. Do you want to eat anything, hyung? Oh, and you can't drink alcohol yet? Should I call the hospital?]



    



    “Mr. Yongjae.”



    



    [Yes, bro.]



    



    Choi Hong-seo's steps slowed down again near the table.



    



    “I have some personal plans today.”



    



    [Where are you going? Should I take your car?]



    



    “It’s okay. It’s a distance you can go by taxi.”



    



    [Your body hasn't fully recovered yet, so why are you trying to move on your own? What if something happens? Or should I send another road manager?]



    



    “I’m really okay. My body… actually, it doesn’t hurt.”



    



    Yoon Hye-an seemed to always use a car driven by her manager, even for her personal schedule. She would always 'pick her up and bring her back' - it was quite expected, considering that Yong-jae took it for granted. However, Choi Hong-seo felt burdened by such consideration. It may be because he had been an idol for so long that he had to report to his manager even when he left the convenience store in front of his dorm. The suffocating feeling of being watched over his every move was not just because he was an idol.



    



    [Okay, I'll tell the boss about that too. But bro! You have to make sure to clear next Monday. I have to meet the director and some of the staff.]



    



    “The people involved…?”



    



    [Are you the ones who were auditioning? Even though it's not an official movie schedule, it's an important one, so please pay attention to your schedule, hyung. Please.]



    



    “Okay, I got it. Don’t worry.”



    



    When Choi Hong-seo's casting was confirmed, the same event was held. It was a meeting, more like a dinner, where the lead actors and film staff gathered to informally introduce each other and reaffirm their determination to make a good film.



    



    Even though it was a movie he invested in, everyone expected that ARA Electronics Vice President Lee Hae-seong would show up at a place like this. However, he defied expectations and attended the event.



    



    I also remember how he responded to Choi Hong-seo's words that he didn't know he would come.



    



    'If I go there, I can see Hongseo. Then I should go.'



    



    Will he come this time too? Even without Choi Hong-seo?



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been standing there blankly after hanging up the phone, suddenly came to his senses at the sound of Tiffany crying. This time, the guy with the balchi was really angry.



    



    “I didn’t mean to give you medicine. Sorry. I’ll give it to you right now.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who opened the stick-shaped plastic cap, crouched down on the kitchen floor. Excited Tiffany placed her front paws on Choi Hong-seo’s hand holding the Churu and inhaled the snack without thinking. Churu time was the only precious moment when the guy made contact first. If it were any other day, he would have been busy taking in the guy’s cute appearance with his eyes and taking pictures, but today, Choi Hong-seo just stared blankly at the guy with a blank expression.



    



    After waking up in Yoon Hye-an's body, I've been obsessed with auditions. As I delve into the current situation, I feel like this is the time when people really can go crazy, so I deliberately only think about passing the audition.



    



    Because I had seen the expression “the late Choi Hong-seo” in several articles related to “Cream Mansion,” I knew in my head that Choi Hong-seo was a person who no longer existed in this world.



    



    But then who am I?



    



    What on earth am I, who recognizes myself as Choi Hong-seo inside Yoon Hye-an's body?



    



    If I got the role of Hwang Ji-woo, I was determined to face Choi Hong-seo's death. No matter how confused or scared I was, I had to accept this situation one step at a time.



    



    Now he must face his own death, or at least the death of the person he believes to be himself.



    



    After giving Tiffany a snack, I prepared to go out with a relatively calm mind. I put on Yoon Hye-an’s luxury clothes and simply packed my belongings in the least flashy luxury bag. Yoon Hye-an’s closet was full of luxury items, so there was no other choice.



    



    “Tiffany, have fun.”



    



    Tiffany, who returned to the cat pole right after eating her snack, was absorbed in her favorite toy on the highest board. The guy who showed no interest until she finished putting on her shoes stopped and looked this way.



    



    “Should I not go? Are you upset?”



    



    If Tiffany could speak, she probably wouldn’t have scolded him for making a mistake. With that thought, Choi Hong-seo smiled bitterly and waved his hand through the narrowing gap in the door.



    



    “I’ll be right back.”



    



    @



    



    There is a well-maintained green park around the Bongandang building, so people enjoying a walk can often be seen.



    



    The sun was warm, the air was pleasant. The temperature was neither hot nor cold, and the sky was clean and clear. It was a typical autumn day, clear and bright.



    



    Nevertheless, there was a chilling atmosphere in the area. It was the inevitable shadow that was characteristic of a place where death was recorded and stored. It was a premonition that misfortune would soon strike, breaking the picturesque peace, and an eerie ominous feeling that made the back of my neck stand on end, following me closely behind with muffled footsteps.



    



    Choi Hong-seo smiled bitterly as he walked slowly along the promenade toward the building. No matter how beautifully decorated, this place, which could not shake off the shadow of death, seemed to resemble his former self.



    



    Even with fancy clothes, makeup, and fake smiles, her darkness could not be completely hidden.



    



    People who noticed the darkness that clung to them said that Choi Hong-seo felt a shadow and was eerie. Others said that Choi Hong-seo's charm was his sadness and sorrow.



    



    For some people, one characteristic is a reason to dislike something, while for others, it is a reason to like something.



    



    At that time, Choi Hong-seo was obsessed with changing the minds of those who did not like him. Now, when he had lost everything, he could probably focus only on the attention of those who did like him…



    



    But now, there was nothing left for Choi Hong-seo.



    



    As I shook off my useless thoughts and entered the building, the chilliness became even more evident. It felt like a place where time had stopped flowing and was stagnant. The strange feeling of being cut off from the outside world slowed my steps.



    



    Choi Hong-seo's remains were placed inside the building, in the VIP room.



    



    It was a room filled with bright natural light, with one entire wall being a full-length window. There was a luxurious wooden floor, and a comfortable-looking sofa set, like a hotel lounge, was placed in the center of the hall.



    



    Who put me in a place like this?



    



    
      First of all, my family would never be like that. Choi Hong-seo sneered bitterly.
    

  
    During his entire trainee days, his family never sent him a single side dish. Because of his parents, who were furious at him for not thinking about becoming a celebrity and making even a single penny of money, and telling him to leave home, Choi Hong-seo couldn’t even go home on his rare holidays. Even after his debut, he remained unknown for a long time, so the situation was the same. Only when they started giving him money was he finally treated as a son. They were the people who only saw Choi Hong-seo as money.



    



    President Myung? If that person was me, he would have stabbed my corpse, cremated it, and placed it in a columbarium? And in a VIP room at that? It was absurd.



    



    There was only one person in the world who would treat him like a VIP. It was something that didn't require much thought. I knew whose hand it was. I could tell.



    



    The seventh level, which was closest to the eye level of the people. Choi Hong-seo's steps slowly stopped in front of the glass case that was most elaborately decorated and eye-catching.



    



    “… … ”



    



    I looked closely at the name engraved on the memorial tablet erected next to the pure white urn.



    



    Choi Hong-seo.



    



    However, the word “故” could not be found anywhere, not on the urn, not on the memorial tablet, not even on the altar. Whoever prepared this altar must have been extremely reluctant to use that word…



    



    Choi Hong-seo unconsciously held tightly to the strap of his bag that was tied crosswise across his chest. Then, he slowly took in the decorations inside the glass case one by one.



    



    The area around the urn and memorial tablet was decorated with gorgeous flowers, Choi Hong-seo's solo album, portraits drawn by fans, and cute caricatures based on Hong-si, Choi Hong-seo's nickname. The Hong-si character eating a cookie also had a handwritten note from a fan.



    



    Our leader Hongshi, there, you can eat all your favorite cookies without worrying about gaining weight, forget everything else, and only remember the people who love you.



    



    In the picture, Hongshi is eating a mountain of cookies, and she is smiling contentedly with her eyes half-closed, her face a warm pastel orange. She looks soft and fluffy, and just happy. There is not a single hint of melancholy or sadness in her face.



    



    Choi Hong-seo's hand, which was holding the bag's strap, became more powerful. His knuckles turned white.



    



    I was completely scared that if the 'X-group scandal' was completely exposed, even the fans who had supported me for a long time would turn their backs on me. I was afraid that no one would see me as a victim.



    



    I was sure that no one would forgive me for leaving like that. I never thought that there would be anyone who would remember and draw me with such happiness.



    



    Next to the Hongshi character, there was a framed portrait of Choi Hong-seo smiling brightly. It was a vivid piece of work that made it seem as if Choi Hong-seo in the painting would move and burst into laughter at any moment. There was also a short note attached to the bottom of the painting.



    



    Our Hong leader who loves his fans so much.



    



    Don't worry about us and just get some rest.



    



    We trust you and we will only remember the happiness you gave us.



    



    He stood there for a long time. What Choi Hong-seo felt as he stood there was nothing but regret. An extreme regret that shook his whole body and made his bones ache.



    



    I did something I should never have done. I caused the worst pain to my loved ones, because I was afraid of being scorned by those I didn't love, and because I was afraid of being scorned by those I loved. That's not love. I only thought of myself.



    



    He kept biting his lower lip while holding the strap of his bag tightly with both hands.



    



    Idiot, idiot, idiot, idiot…



    



    “Ms. Yoon Hye-an?”



    



    “… … ”



    



    Choi Hong-seo let go of the lips he was biting at the voice suddenly heard from behind.



    



    The voice behind him was wondering if someone who shouldn't be here was there. Choi Hong-seo was also bewildered by this encounter. He was completely unprepared.



    



    As expected, Hae-seong was standing there when I turned my body around. In his hand, he was holding fresh flowers that would be used to decorate the altar.



    



    “What is going on here?”



    



    It was a sound like hard metal clashing against metal.



    



    “Oh, Hongseo… I came to stop by.”



    



    Since it was an unexpected encounter, I had no choice but to answer spontaneously. My voice trembled.



    



    Lee Hae-seong had a suspicious look on his face. He knew very well that the only people Choi Hong-seo was close with in the entertainment industry were Jeong Ji-in and Lee Hyun-soo, who were in the same company.



    



    He stepped forward, leaving the sofa set in the center of the hall between us. His cold, accusing eyes stabbed my skin.



    



    “Were you close to Mr. Choi Hong-seo?”



    



    Even though he knew everything, he was still wondering. He couldn’t lie to someone who knew everything. Choi Hong-seo’s two hands, which were holding the bag straps, were now almost twisting and squeezing the straps.



    



    “No… that’s not it… we just said hello a few times.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    He was asking with his expression, “Why did you come here like that?” His expression was not at all welcoming of an unexpected guest who had come to visit the deceased.



    



    “I ended up taking on the role that Hongseo had been in charge of, so… I wanted to say hello…”



    



    “The title is strange.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “Aren’t you a year younger than Choi Hong-seo? And you weren’t even close to him?”



    



    A tone reminiscent of an interrogating detective.



    



    Choi Hong-seo was an unknown understanding. Although his rejection was painful, he wanted to see him in a way he had never seen before. He mustered up his courage and raised his head.



    



    He must have just come from work, because he was wearing a clean, flawless suit with no particular standout features. He looked like the vice president of ARA Electronics that you see on the news. However, his expression was alive. It wasn’t the expressionless poker face that every reporter complained about, saying that they couldn’t read his emotions at all.



    



    His brow furrowed blatantly, as if he was uncomfortable with the prolonged eye contact without speaking.



    



    "sorry."



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had barely managed to say that in a hushed voice, lowered his head.



    



    “For someone who came to say hello, it seems like he didn’t even prepare a single flower.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    I came empty-handed because I thought it would be ridiculous to commemorate my own death with flowers. But I couldn't just tell him that.



    



    Lee Hae-seong's eyes coldly scanned Choi Hong-seo, whose lips were stuck together. It wasn't hard to imagine how Yoon Hye-an, decked out in luxury goods, would look to him.



    



    “I’m sorry. I didn’t think about it…”



    



    Choi Hong-seo clung to the strap of his bag while violently tearing at the crust on his lower lip with his teeth.



    



    My eyebrows furrowed and my eyes felt hot. I didn’t want to cry. For a very long time, Choi Hong-seo wasn’t that kind of person. Just as he had no opportunity to feel sorrow, he had no time to shed tears and indulge in sentimentality. All he thought about was becoming a top star. He worked hard to the point of death, and lived tenaciously and viciously.



    



    But it was hard to be poisonous in front of him. I wasn't good at it. I didn't need to be poisonous in front of this person. He was the one who melted all my poison away.



    



    “Even if I invested, the work itself is entirely the director’s, so I have no intention of interfering with the casting. I don’t think Yoon Hye-an is a good fit, but if that’s the director’s opinion, then I have to follow it.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “But I wish you would stop imitating me.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo's fingertips bent as he twisted the strap of his bag, and his fingernails dug into his flesh.



    



    I felt dizzy. The strength drained from my spine and a cold sweat spread over my entire body in an instant. I staggered toward the chair a few steps ahead of me and grabbed the back of the chair.



    



    Every time he looked in the mirror, he saw Yoon Hye-an's image in it, and he still shudders every time. But the pain of this moment when he couldn't say that he was Choi Hong-seo was the most vivid evidence of his own death and this amazing reincarnation.



    



    You are truly dead. The person he loves is no longer there.



    



    “Now you’ve got the role you wanted, right?”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “What on earth is the purpose of your coming here?”



    



    He was now completely expressing his displeasure. He looked as if he would stride over to me at any moment, grab me by the collar, and drag me out of there.



    



    His face, which had perfect proportions that seemed mathematically perfect, without any excess or deficiency, was slightly thinner and rougher than he remembered. And it had an expression that Choi Hong-seo had never seen before.



    



    “Just because I’m a child who doesn’t exist in this world doesn’t mean people like you can use me however you want. Do you understand?”



    



    It was the first time I saw him this angry.



    



    Not through news articles, not through names written on tablets… Through none other than him, I have confirmed my death over and over again. My existence is denied by him. You are not Choi Hong-seo. I do not love you, who are not Choi Hong-seo.



    



    I am truly dead.



    



    I was sweating so much that my clothes were soaking wet. The floor was undulating and undulating like waves. I felt nauseous, just like when I first read his article in the hospital.



    



    However, I wanted to somehow hold on to my senses until I could get out of this place. If I collapsed here, it was obvious that he would think I was putting on a show. Right now, Yun Hye-an's tears and fainting would seem like nothing more than a disgusting trick. There was no such thing as hugging her and comforting her when she didn't know what to do.



    



    If I had known this would happen, I would have asked Yongjae to go with me…



    



    The bitter taste of blood seeped through Choi Hong-seo's teeth as he bit his lips.



    



    “What are you doing? Hey, Yoon Hye-an.”



    



    His expression, distorted with unpleasantness, flickered in and out of sight before disappearing completely.



    



    If I'm really Yoon Hye-an, and I'm half-crazy and believe I'm Choi Hong-seo, then the time I think I remember with Lee Hae-seong is also just an illusion.



    



    If that were the case, I wouldn't be in so much pain looking at the partner of a fake love affair that was nothing more than a delusion.



    



    
      These feelings and this pain couldn't be fake.
    

  
    The season was early summer.



    



    Early summer, unripe, sour, and bluish-bruised.



    



    That night, Choi Hong-seo was heading to Pyeongchang-dong. He was there to attend a party held at director Kang Woo-hyun’s house. It was a party aimed at attracting investment for the film “Cream Mansion.”



    



    At the time, Choi Hong-seo's casting was almost certain. However, since he was a director who did not care about box office performance, it was difficult to secure investment funds. It was a party that President Myung, who was anxious that the film's production would fall through, hosted and incited Director Kang.



    



    At that time, President Myung was desperate to get Choi Hong-seo to play the lead role in director Kang Woo-hyun's film.



    



    It was a great opportunity to break away from the ambiguous position of an idol-turned-actor and establish myself as a solid actor… In other words, it was a great opportunity to raise my value.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, in the backseat, was silently looking out the window. Dressed in a tuxedo suit and having his hair and makeup done at a salon, his appearance was perfect, like in an advertisement or a pictorial, but his expression looked exhausted.



    



    After checking the caller ID on the ringing phone in his hand, his face became even darker.



    



    [Why aren't you here yet?]



    



    The voice of the famous CEO on the other end of the phone was already tense.



    



    “They’re all here. They’ll be there in five minutes.”



    



    [I'm on the second floor right now with the VIPs and the director. Since not everyone can come up here, if you say you're here to see the director and give him your name, he'll send you up.]



    



    "yes."



    



    President Myung arrived first and was trying to please the VIPs. He must have made an excuse to go to the bathroom and slipped out for a moment, and I could hear the sound of someone lighting a lighter and sucking on the filter of a cigarette. After the sound of the smoke, President Myung took his weight and warned them.



    



    [Whether the movie starts or fails is up to you, so do it without making any mistakes. Today, I think… there will be a VIP reception for the first time in a while.]



    



    Hospitality… In the darkness, the corners of Choi Hong-seo’s mouth twitched bitterly.



    



    Well, hospitality is hospitality. It's just that the word 'surname' is missing from the beginning.



    



    [Hongseo, I don't want to keep holding onto you like this anymore. I don't like being a pimp like this. You should hurry up and become independent, okay?]



    



    It's funny, but Choi Hong-seo wasn't just diligently engaged in entertainment activities. He was already quite a professional at entertaining. He was insensitive to dealing with people he didn't like, whether they were middle-aged men or women with unattractive looks or daughters-in-law from wealthy families who were curious about idols on TV. Becoming insensitive was the only way to protect himself.



    



    “Wouldn’t it be shit for me too? I’ll come and go. Can I meet my friend and go up together? I’ll hang up.”



    



    [This has been trending recently and it’s really crazy…]



    



    He ended the call, leaving the famous CEO who was about to bark. Choi Hong-seo looked out the window at the dark scenery while holding onto his cell phone.



    



    There was nothing I didn't do to promote 'Layered'. I didn't care about the program, whether it was variety or drama, as long as there was a place that called me. I worked hard without sparing myself. I didn't turn down anything that was asked of me. As a result, more and more places came to see me.



    



    After years of hardship, Choi Hong-seo and 'Layered' have finally seen the light of day. I couldn't miss this opportunity.



    



    I thought there was no other way than becoming a top star.



    



    He said that if he leaves UB, he will become a big shot that even the famous CEO cannot touch.



    



    'Become a Hallyu star like Park Kyung-han and move to a big entertainment agency. Am I the kind of person who would stop you from leaving my embrace just because you're doing well?'



    



    That was something that even the famous CEO would always say.



    



    In fact, since my income from entertainment activities increased more than my income from hosting, the number of people I was told to go to decreased. That alone seemed like it would be enough to live on, and it seemed like there was hope that this hell could end. Stupidly.



    



    The entrance to Director Kang Woo-hyun’s house was crowded with guests who had arrived for the party. Some people who were greeting each other in front of the wide-open front doors on both sides recognized Choi Hong-seo and asked to take a picture. While taking pictures with each of them, I saw actress Jung Ji-in, who was also affiliated with UB, arrive.



    



    Dressed in a party outfit, Jeong Ji-in did not look like an actor who had been called in. She looked like one of the wealthy young guests invited here to attract investment.



    



    While everyone else, including the members of 'Layered' and Hyun-soo, another aspiring actor, shared a shabby multi-family home, Jung Ji-in always seemed different. It wasn't necessarily because all of her belongings were expensive luxury items. She had the gentle side of a prince who had been well-educated and raised.



    



    He's not like a wild and reckless prince, but a real prince who is kind and respectful to everyone. He might be a young master who was extremely wealthy but had no choice but to take on debt when his parents' business failed. When Jeong Ji-in first came to UB, Hyun-soo and Choi Hong-seo had a conversation about this.



    



    “Brother, you were waiting?”



    



    “How long has it been since you last saw Choi Hong-seo? Are we really living in the same house?” Jeong Ji-in greeted Choi Hong-seo with a smile.



    



    “That’s right. Last time I tried to see your face at the Knox Hotel, I couldn’t see you for a while.”



    



    “Ah… back then, I ran into an old friend by chance… and we sat in a corner and chatted about old times…”



    



    It was an unusually long-winded excuse for Jeong Ji-in, but Choi Hong-seo had no time to worry about such things. He nodded roughly and grabbed Jeong Ji-in’s arm.



    



    “Let’s go in. The boss is on the second floor with the director.”



    



    Director Kang's house was a large mansion of considerable size even within Pyeongchang-dong.



    



    Choi Hong-seo also knew about his wealth to some extent. Director Kang was always invited to events held by luxury brands for VIP customers, and he was also a big shot in the domestic art market. Although he was not a director who hit the jackpot with his movies, he was a director with great honor, so it was expected that his personal assets would be considerable, but his wealth was still suspiciously large.



    



    As I entered the living room, which must have been at least 30 meters long, I was filled with admiration.



    



    “Wow… is this a house?”



    



    Beyond the wide open folding door, a spacious garden and the refreshing night view of Seoul beyond it were spread out before your eyes.



    



    There was a DJ booth and bar set up at the edge of the garden, and a large, portable swimming pool was set up in the middle. Young men and women in swimsuits were dancing, laughing and chatting in the pool. Tall and slender like models, they were not invited guests to the party, but hired to liven up the atmosphere. They were pretty spectacles, eye candy for the wealthy VIPs.



    



    It was the kind of party a famous CEO would have thought up. He was a man who knew, like a ghost, what people with a ton of money to rot away liked.



    



    Despite the fact that their youth and bodies were being measured out like pieces of meat and thrown at greedy eyes, they looked happy in the pool.



    



    At least for this moment, they are enjoying themselves, so is it better than my old self?



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who was chuckling with such thoughts, spoke in a low voice so that only Jeong Ji-in could hear.



    



    “Director Kang, it may be true that he is the illegitimate child of a conglomerate leader.”



    



    “There was such a rumor?”



    



    “There’s a story that he got rejected by his father because he kept asking for money for movies that weren’t making any profit. It’s just a rumor going around in the industry, so don’t believe everything… For a movie director, he’s quite well-connected. He has a lot of chaebol friends.”



    



    While auditioning alone and having several meetings, I learned a few things about director Kang Woo-hyun.



    



    That he is quite an art enthusiast.



    



    It means to be a fervent believer in shamanistic beliefs such as fortune telling or gut.



    



    And he is a wealthy man who maintains close relationships with some of the upper classes.



    



    But when I came to his house in person, I saw that he had even greater wealth than I had expected. He was definitely not an ordinary, humble film director.



    



    As the famous CEO had told me, the stairs leading to the second floor were controlled by security guards. After verifying my identity and going up the hallway to the second floor, the pitiful scene unfolding in the garden became even more apparent.



    



    “You guys are really good at making eye contact. That’s right, that’s why people come to places like this to see and enjoy things like that. If you do it right, you can give some pocket money to the girl you like and have fun.”



    



    A strong light of contempt appeared in Choi Hong-seo's sarcastic eyes. He couldn't help but see himself in those who filled the swimming pool.



    



    These days, there are many men and women who want to work in the entertainment industry and come here on their own. There is no need to force them into debt or threaten them. However, this still happens to a very small number of people. It is not a place where you can just let go and say goodbye to a product that is about to make a lot of money.



    



    My life was turned upside down by chance, but I still believed there was hope. A top star, a lot of money, popularity, influence… I could be free from this mess.



    



    That is why this role was so desperately needed for Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “But why were we called here today? Do you know anything?”



    



    As they were about to walk to the inner reception room where President Myung, Director Kang, and the VIPs were waiting, Jeong Ji-in asked Hong-seo.



    



    “I think our company will invest a little in the director’s next work.” “UB?”



    



    “I don’t know if it’s something the company does or if the CEO is listed as one of the individual investors… Anyway, the CEO’s enthusiasm is amazing.”



    



    “But why do you insist on investing in UB?”



    



    
      “The boss… wants to cast me as the lead role.”
    

  
    Even though he didn’t receive any entertainment in order to get the role, Choi Hong-seo’s voice became quiet for no reason. It was because he knew that unlike Ja-gina Hyun-soo, who had been dragged here by the famous CEO, Jeong Ji-in was not an actor who received work through entertainment.



    



    I felt ashamed of Jeong Ji-in even though I wasn't doing it because I wanted to, and I envied Jeong Ji-in who was free and had no weaknesses.



    



    “If this job goes well, this life of being dragged around will be over. Who knows, maybe Choi Hong-seo will walk the red carpet at Cannes? Haha…”



    



    Cannes, red carpet… Choi Hong-seo snorted as he uttered those words, thinking that they didn’t really suit him. It was like the nonsense of a maggot swarming in a cesspool, yearning for a butterfly with pure white wings.



    



    What kind of shitty situations await me once I enter that door?



    



    Dozens, hundreds of times, I wanted to turn around and run away. I wanted to tell the world that Choi Hong-seo was a prostitute, that he was a rag. I wanted to tell him that we should both die. There were hundreds of days when I wanted to end things by telling President Myung to do whatever he wanted.



    



    But I couldn't do that. How did I get here? How did I hold on? I couldn't give up here, even if it was just because it was a pity. The end was starting to come into view. That's what I believed.



    



    To reassure Jeong Ji-in, who was looking at him with concern, Choi Hong-seo tried to appear light-hearted.



    



    “I don’t know why you called me today, but… maybe the director wanted to see you too? You… don’t look for work by going to places like this, the boss knows that. Maybe they wanted to see you.”



    



    And as brightly as he could, he added, smiling like a foolish younger brother, so that Jeong Ji-in would be reassured.



    



    “It would be nice if we could work together, right?”



    



    Jeong Ji-in was one of the few people in the world that Choi Hong-seo liked, and he meant it.



    



    @



    



    Director Kang Woo-hyun's reception room was decorated with furniture and art pieces by famous designers, giving it the atmosphere of a gallery lounge.



    



    There were six or seven people sitting on the sofas around a large, heavy table. Director Kang Woo-hyun, the famous president of UB Entertainment, a senior actress who had been cast in Cream Mansion before Choi Hong-seo, and the rest were clearly VIPs who held the purse strings.



    



    “Director, my name is Ji-in Jeong, an actor from UB. Hello, I am Ji-in.”



    



    President Myung first introduced Director Kang to Jeong Ji-in, who was meeting him for the first time.



    



    “Hello, Director. It’s an honor to meet you.”



    



    “Um, yes, nice to meet you. But I’m seeing you for the first time as an actor.”



    



    “Yes, like Hongseo, I don’t have any experience in movies yet. I’ve only appeared in dramas.”



    



    At the explanation of the famous CEO, Director Kang sat on the sofa and carefully examined Jeong Ji-in's face.



    



    “The mask is nice. Is there a place where you can cut it?”



    



    “None. It’s clean.”



    



    This time again, it was President Myung's answer.



    



    While President Myung was trying hard to sell Jeong Ji-in to Director Kang, Choi Hong-seo was standing next to him like a mannequin and smiling.



    



    The time of 'choice', when you dress up nicely, put on elaborate makeup and hair, smile brightly in front of rich people sitting comfortably on the sofa, and wait for them to make a choice.



    



    Even though her name and face were known and she was now a fairly popular actor and idol, the situation hadn't changed much since she first stepped foot into the host bar. She was still a 'product' waiting to be 'chosen'.



    



    Two of the VIPs were faces that Choi Hong-seo was vaguely familiar with.



    



    The famous CEO had basic information about the VIPs who were hanging around the high-class entertainment industry. When he was called to a party or entertainment, he would sometimes train his employees to recognize important people in advance so as not to make mistakes.



    



    The man, who looked to be in his mid-fifties, was the CEO of a large construction company affiliated with a large corporation, and Choi Hong-seo had already greeted him in various places. He was a man who quite liked hanging out with celebrities regardless of gender, but there was a rumor that he didn’t even look at ‘products’ over twenty-five. The middle-aged woman next to him was one of the family members of a conglomerate that operated a department store and several foundations.



    



    “I’ve only seen him in passing a few times, but he’s the son of a famous CEO.”



    



    The one who showed interest in Jeong Ji-in and intervened was the president of a construction company.



    



    “Your eyes and lips are sexy. How old are you this year?”



    



    “I’m thirty-one, sir.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo smiled bitterly to himself as he thought that the famous CEO who answers every question is like a host bar madam.



    



    “It’s a shame. Your age is not pretty, your age.”



    



    The man swirled his glass around, licking his lips as if it was a waste, and asked the woman sitting next to him.



    



    “It’s not your taste either, sir?”



    



    “I like cute types like Hongseo better.”



    



    “Hongseo is cute? I guess you haven’t seen her on stage. She’s really good at acting.”



    



    As if to show proof that Choi Hong-seo wasn't the cute type, the man picked up the cell phone that was on the table. The middle-aged actress across from him lightly scolded him.



    



    “I heard that President Cho is quite bright. But isn’t Hongseo at an age that is not pretty for President Cho?”



    



    “That’s right. I found out about him too late.”



    



    Judging from the distance between them as they joked around, it seemed like the two were already close friends.



    



    The author, Mr. Cho, glanced at Choi Hong-seo, who was dressed in a sleek tuxedo, and licked his lips. His gaze was like that of a fruit that had overripe and was too late to be harvested. Goosebumps ran down Choi Hong-seo’s arms.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who smiled as if his lips were going to cramp, naturally turned his eyes away to avoid President Cho's gaze.



    



    One of the remaining VIPs.



    



    A man sitting alone on a single sofa in the upper section came into view.



    



    There was just no information about him.



    



    He was a person who had never entertained anyone before, and had never even been tipped off to by a famous CEO.



    



    Early 30s, maybe? Mid 30s?



    



    As is the case with most handsome men, it was hard to guess his age from his appearance. He seemed to be in his early thirties with a calm air, but it was also understandable to say he was in his mid-thirties and looked younger than his age… That was his face.



    



    It was even more difficult to guess his age because of his completely expressionless face, which made it impossible to read his mood or personality.



    



    It was a stark contrast to President Cho. President Cho was also a handsome man who was well-mannered for his age, but he did not have the same weight as the man in the upper seat.



    



    Just by the expression on his face or the sullen manner in which he sat, President Cho could immediately tell what kind of person he was and what he wanted from this place.



    



    But the man in the upper seat was like an inorganic painting in a frame, and no information could be read from it.



    



    But I could tell this much. He looked much younger than the other VIPs, but he was clearly a VVIP, judging by the fact that he was sitting in the best seat. He was probably the one who had to look his best in this place today.



    



    Choi Hong-seo became nervous because he had no way of knowing the mood or personality of such an important person.



    



    'Whether the movie starts or fails is up to you, so do it without making any mistakes. Today, I think… there will be a VIP reception for the first time in a while.'



    



    The famous CEO's warning came back to life. Maybe that man is the one I should be entertaining today.



    



    At the moment when I was about to scratch my lower lip with my teeth due to nervousness, I met the man’s deep eyes. I tried to smile beautifully like I always did in front of VIPs, but for some reason it didn’t work. The corners of my lips were just trembling awkwardly as if they were cramping.



    



    The man with his legs crossed and his hands clasped on his knees looked like a ruler who could see through and control people with just his gaze. He seemed to be saying that he was not at all fooled by such a fake smile, that he was using such shallow tricks. He seemed like he would twist his handsome lips and mercilessly insult me ​​at any moment.



    



    It was scary that I had no idea what he wanted. People like President Cho were more comfortable with 'entertainment'.



    



    “Director, this may be a bit presumptuous of me to ask, but… I was wondering if actor Jung Ji-in would be a good fit for the role of a fellow doctor suffering from Petros Syndrome… I prepared him to show you a little bit.”



    



    Right next door, CEO Myung was still trying to get Jeong Ji-in to appear in “Cream Mansion.”



    



    “Mr. Myung.”



    



    Director Kang's mouth immediately twisted after hearing President Myung's story.



    



    “I know you’ve worked hard for this movie, and I rely on you a lot… but that’s just a story outside of the work itself. If you try to interfere with the work like this, it’ll be really difficult for me.”



    



    “Interference, sir. How could I dare think of such a thing in your film?”



    



    While President Myung was sweating profusely trying to calm down the furious Director Kang, Choi Hong-seo and Jeong Ji-in simply stood there like criminals. They stood with their hands together and stood politely, like emotionless dolls, waiting for the situation to be resolved.



    



    “Director, please calm down. This isn’t a place where you can show your guests something like this.”



    



    An actress who seemed to be close to Director Kang stepped forward and began to take control of the situation. Only then did the atmosphere ease a little, and Choi Hong-seo cautiously looked up.



    



    
      Once again, I met eyes with the man in the upper seat. Not wanting to be misunderstood as having rudely glanced at the VIP, I immediately looked down.
    

  
    “Mr. Myung, you have to make it clear that even the smallest decision-making authority regarding the work belongs to the director.”



    



    “Yes, that’s right. I was being presumptuous.”



    



    At the actress's admonition, President Myung bowed his head and stepped back.



    



    “Today, it is a good opportunity to introduce Hongseo to the distinguished guests and attract investment. It is also true that it would have been difficult to make it happen without the help of the famous CEO. So, Director, please relax now. It would be embarrassing for nothing to only Jeong Ji-in.”



    



    “It’s not the actor’s fault. I’m sorry…”



    



    Director Kang, although stubborn about his work, was not a very cruel person. He still had a sullen expression on his face, but he glanced at Jeong Ji-in and rubbed the armrest of the sofa as if he felt sorry.



    



    The actress patted Director Kang on the back and whispered a few words to him before she got up from her seat, holding her clutch bag.



    



    “Then, I’ll wrap up the conversation with Mr. Jeong Ji-in. Mr. Ji-in, shall we see each other for a moment?”



    



    Neither President Myung nor Jeong Ji-in could disobey her orders.



    



    Choi Hong-seo stared blankly for a moment at the back of Jeong Ji-in as she followed him out of the reception room.



    



    “Hongseo, what was that fly? Your team had a song like that, right? Why? A song that makes you turn your pelvis so that it’s blocked. Let’s see that dance.”



    



    At the sound of President Cho’s voice, Choi Hong-seo’s head instinctively turned to face the front again.



    



    “Yes, if it’s okay with you, I’ll show you here for a moment.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo answered immediately without hesitation, as if being asked to do something like this was not at all humiliating, but rather a welcome thing.



    



    “It’s an honor that CEO Cho knows all of our children’s songs.”



    



    The famous CEO also seemed to have completely forgotten the awkwardness from a moment ago and smiled. Then he touched his cell phone and connected it to the Bluetooth speaker in the reception room. Choi Hong-seo unbuttoned his tuxedo to dance, and soon the intro of the recent hit song 'Layered' began to play.



    



    Dancing alone, in a place that wasn't even a stage, without lights. And it wasn't a performance, or even an audition. It was just a 'trick' to liven up a drinking party held by the rich.



    



    No, I guess I should call this a 'product introduction' asking people to buy me, someone so talented and charming.



    



    “Look at that, sir! Look at that, look at that… look at that pelvis turning. Don’t you think she’s cute even like that?”



    



    President Cho shouted excitedly during a choreography that gently shook his hips and shoulders from side to side. The alcohol overflowed from the glass he was holding.



    



    “He’s cute in my eyes? At my age, all boys the same age as Hongseo are just cute. I’m jealous of Hongseo when I see him in person… But I’m jealous of our baby right now.”



    



    The woman sitting next to President Cho was leaning loosely against the back of the sofa and looking at Choi Hong-seo with a pleased expression on her face.



    



    “The director has developed a bad habit. Do you accept that I am jealous?”



    



    Allowing jealousy? President Cho looked at him with an expression that said it was ridiculous.



    



    “I thought that was cute.”



    



    “Ah… If the director rejects me, I’ll play with Hongseo for a bit. When I was little, I didn’t feel like eating it because I thought it would be too sour… But now, it feels like sweet juice will flow out.”



    



    President Cho's bloodshot red eyes scanned over Choi Hong-seo, who was dancing. The woman snorted as if she found it amusing.



    



    “Isn’t Hongseo over twenty-five? To President Cho, the younger she is, the prettier she looks?”



    



    “There are exceptions to everything.”



    



    Without taking his eyes off Choi Hong-seo, President Cho emptied the alcohol in his glass in one go.



    



    “Mr. Myung, can I dance like this? Isn’t this more erotic than shaking it openly? No… Is it more erotic because Hongseo is dancing it?”



    



    And then, with his chin tilted at an angle and his gaze fixed on Choi Hong-seo, he continued speaking in a voice that was slurred by the alcohol.



    



    “Hongseo, that dance… do you want to dance under me?”



    



    The VIP that needs to be 'served' today is not the man at the top, but President Cho. As Choi Hong-seo was racking his brain with such thoughts, he glanced at President Myung.



    



    “Please turn off the music.”



    



    A voice came out from the VVIP saying that it was boring, pathetic, and unpleasant and that they could not listen or watch it.



    



    The slow, low voice, filled with irritation and sighs, was clearly drowned out by the loud music. Yet everyone in the living room responded to the voice. It was as if he had shouted.



    



    In the tense atmosphere, Choi Hong-seo's dance moves gradually slowed down and stopped. President Myung, who was watching the other guests, also stopped the music.



    



    The man in the upper seat, who had barely changed his posture the whole time, untied the quilt that was resting on his lap. Then, as if he had a headache, he pressed and acupressured the area around his eyebrows.



    



    “I made time because it was called an investment attraction briefing, but did I come with the wrong information?”



    



    The tone was soft, even though there was a negative nuance to it.



    



    Perhaps judging that he wasn't as angry as he thought, President Cho laughed heartily and took it as a joke.



    



    “Vice President, you are currently reviewing the capabilities of the actor who will play the lead role.”



    



    “Is that person’s role that of a hostess in the entertainment industry?”



    



    “… … ”



    



    At the man's quiet yet sharp retort, President Cho's laughter, which had been chuckling until then, completely disappeared.



    



    “You’re being too harsh. Let’s lighten the mood a little. Who said you treated me like a hostess?”



    



    Although he was clearly keeping a certain line so as not to greatly offend the man, President Cho could not completely hide his displeasure.



    



    “Isn’t that the atmosphere from a little while ago that was excessive?”



    



    “Hongseo, were you uncomfortable?”



    



    President Cho's gaze suddenly turned to Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who was standing like a criminal this time too, could only smile awkwardly and shake his head.



    



    “No, I’m fine.”



    



    In the first place, this was the only answer Choi Hong-seo could give in this situation. The question had no meaning. Nevertheless, President Cho spoke to the man in the upper seat as if to tell him to look at it and as if to say, “What’s the problem?”



    



    “Didn’t the person involved say it was okay, Vice President?”



    



    “Are you saying that it is not enough just because I am uncomfortable?”



    



    “… … ”



    



    The man's logic was direct and clear. He pressed President Cho with a quiet and clear gaze, asking if he could not understand what he meant even after he said this much.



    



    President Cho, whose lips had been tightly shut, lowered his gaze from the man and lowered his tail.



    



    “… … No. That can’t be.”



    



    Just as Choi Hong-seo had no choice but to say no to President Cho’s question of whether he was uncomfortable, President Cho also had no choice in answering the man’s question. He had no choice but to say no. That was the difference in class.



    



    Choi Hong-seo felt relieved that President Cho had been hit. But more than that, he was nervous because of the man in the upper seat. Based on his previous experience, there was no way that man would come forward to help him. He had never seen or heard of such a powerful person. So he could not know the man any better.



    



    I thought I had been through a lot and was very seasoned in the so-called high-class entertainment world where celebrities and those in power are intertwined, but this was the first time I had encountered someone like that.



    



    The man felt that the atmosphere had calmed down to some extent, so he relaxed his expression a little. Then he spoke to Director Kang.



    



    “I received information about the movie in advance. Is it certain that the lead actor will be Choi Hong-seo?”



    



    “It’s not confirmed yet… but you can assume it’s about 90% likely.”



    



    “As you know, director, most of the films I’ve invested in so far are low-budget films by new directors.”



    



    The man chose a cautious tone, without using too harsh a tone. He also tended to speak softly. He seemed to be used to the other person listening to his story.



    



    Director Kang nodded.



    



    “I know very well. The fact that the vice president has sponsored good works without caring about recovering the investment is a well-known fact to everyone in this industry. It’s because it hasn’t been widely known to the outside world.”



    



    “Thank you for saying that. Of course, I also respect Director Kang’s world of work, and I would be honored if I could help. However… I have to be a little cautious about the scale of the investment compared to the works I have participated in so far. If the director and the actor are okay with it, can I see a little bit of acting?”



    



    The man who finished speaking calmly turned his gaze to Choi Hong-seo. Just as he did not raise his voice, the man did not move his face or gaze quickly. His minimal movements and calm behavior seemed elegant, like the slow flow of deep water.



    



    When asked if he could see the smoke, Choi Hong-seo was busy looking back and forth between the man, Director Kang, and President Myung.



    



    “Because I have never seen an actor act before.”



    



    The man added with a slightly apologetic tone, and Director Kang stepped forward and chimed in.



    



    “Yes, Vice President. It’s hard to make an investment decision without knowing who the lead actor is. Mr. Hongseo, are you able to act now?”



    



    “What kind of… scene should we do?”



    



    Just like a regular 'entertainment' event, all I had to do was sell smiles, pour drinks, and liven up the atmosphere. That's what I thought, so when I heard about the performance, Choi Hong-seo's mind went blank.



    



    
      The man who had been looking this way from the seat opposite changed the direction of his crossed legs and spoke slowly.
    

  
    “Can I ask you to do something free-roaming? If the actor wants… anything, that’s fine.”



    



    It would have been better if you had specifically told me what to do.



    



    “What are you hesitating for? Just do something.”



    



    The useless CEO just kept squealing in a low voice.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, with permission from Director Kang, brought a chair from the back table. He placed the chair facing the man at the head of the table, took off his tuxedo jacket and draped it over the backrest. He took off his bow tie and placed it on top of it, and unbuttoned two buttons of his shirt. He untied his neck and folded the fingers of his right hand one by one. One, two, three, four… five.



    



    “How could this happen! Falling asleep in the dressing room, what a burn!”



    



    The old man's self-deprecating voice burst out of Choi Hong-seo's mouth. It was acting that naturally captured the character's characteristics through speech and actions, rather than an exaggerated voice that tried to imitate an old man too much.



    



    “The show ended a long time ago, and everyone has left the theater… and you’re still snoring so peacefully, falling asleep? You old punk! You useless old dog, you!”



    



    It was the opening scene of Anton Chekhov's "The Song of the Stork."



    



    “Yegorka, damn you! Petrushka! You devils, you’re all asleep. A hundred devils and a witch are breathing in your mouths, Yegorka!”



    



    Choi Hong-seo walked to the chair with his jacket and bow tie hanging over his head, limping slightly. Like an old man whose body weighed a ton due to old age, his thighs and knees were not listening to him, he sank down on the chair with a creaking sound.



    



    Choi Hong-seo opened his eyes narrowly as if searching for something in the fog, and muttered regretfully, jutting his chin forward.



    



    “I can’t hear anything… Only echoes… I can’t see anything…”



    



    Choi Hong-seo continued his speech, slowly opening his eyes and staring into the distant sky.



    



    “Oh, but I can see the prompter box a little bit… Yes, this is the special seat marked with letters, and, um, this is according to the score… I can’t see anything else! It’s a dark, bottomless pit like a tomb where death itself is hidden! Oh, I’m going to freeze to death!”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been uttering Svetlovidov’s monologue that filled the entire first chapter of “Song of the Stork,” got up from his chair, leaning on his knees and barely supporting himself with the armrests. He then turned around and shouted obnoxiously.



    



    “Yegorka! Petrushka! Where are you, you devils! Oh, God! Your foul language, your drunken faces, this ridiculous clown costume! I don’t like the sight of it! I must go and change my clothes. I feel so disgusting!”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who was acting without any awareness of the other people in the reception room, slowly looked at each of them one by one. It was not intentional, but rather an impromptu judgment.



    



    Choi Hong-seo looked around at President Myung, Director Kang, President Cho, the chairman of a board somewhere… and finally the man in the top seat. He shook his head and muttered.



    



    “If I stay here all night like this… I might die…” Then he turned around and walked away from them, limping as if he had just sat down on the chair.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been walking a few steps like that, soon returned to his normal, quick pace and bowed his head. There was no applause or praise.



    



    But emotions were seething inside Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Because this wasn’t a ‘joke’ or a ‘product introduction’.



    



    It was an audition to prove one's talent in front of these people, a small performance. Even though this was also a self-proving to be chosen, it was strictly an interview or audition. It was different from 'Choice'.



    



    In front of these wealthy and powerful VIPs, instead of being unilaterally teased and ignored, he proved his honed talent. That fact made Choi Hong-seo hot for no reason.



    



    The man in the upper seat, who was facing Choi Hong-seo from the front, did not react quickly. However, it did not mean that he was indifferent. He kept making eye contact with Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “Do you usually enjoy reading Chekhov?”



    



    That was the man's first question.



    



    “To be honest, no… It’s embarrassing to say, but I’m not a person who reads books that much. That scene just now was one of the scenes I practiced with my acting teacher.”



    



    “Okay… So, is there a reason you chose that scene in particular?”



    



    “I learned on set that sincerity is as important as acting ability. I may lack great acting skills, but I am confident in my sincerity. In particular, I know that the role of Hwang Ji-woo has many long and philosophical lines and many difficult scenes. So… I wanted to show that I was ready to do my job with sincerity enough to smoothly digest such a long monologue.”



    



    “Sincerity…”



    



    The man repeated and chewed on Choi Hong-seo's words, as if he found it surprising that he had emphasized sincerity rather than acting ability.



    



    “There’s no need to answer in such a stiff tone. I enjoyed it. Thank you for your hard work.”



    



    I don’t know if it was because of my mood, but the man’s aura and expression seemed to have become much gentler. It’s not like he was sharp towards Choi Hong-seo from the beginning.



    



    “I think this is enough for me. Does anyone else have any further questions?”



    



    The man looked around and said, but neither President Cho nor the woman next to him looked interested and just emptied their glasses. They seemed to be dissatisfied with the man who ruined the party, but the man didn't seem to care at all about that.



    



    “It’s awkward to discuss investment issues in front of you, so I’ll send it to you first.”



    



    “Should we send him first?”



    



    President Cho, who had been drinking casually, jumped at the man’s words. The man slowly turned to President Cho with a face that asked, “What’s the problem?” “I said you don’t have any more questions.”



    



    “No, that’s…”



    



    “If you have any questions, please let me know.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    Shouldn't we at least pour them a drink and try to please them? Those guys have to lick our toes to get us to invest.



    



    President Cho couldn't bring himself to say that, so he just glared at President Myung and Choi Hong-seo. It seemed like he didn't have the guts to glare at the man in the upper seat.



    



    Hmm… The man sighed as if he had made up his mind and looked at Choi Hongseo again.



    



    “I enjoyed your acting. I think you should go out.”



    



    “Oh, yes…”



    



    “I hope this work goes well and I see you again, Mr. Choi Hong-seo.”



    



    "thank you."



    



    As he left the reception room with the famous CEO, who was bowing and snickering so much that his forehead touched the ground, Choi Hong-seo thought to himself, “But he did call my name correctly in the end, didn’t he?



    



    Before closing the door, I looked back and saw a man sitting like a picture in a frame, looking this way.



    



    @



    



    After leaving the reception room, President Myung and Choi Hong-seo went down the stairs in silence.



    



    The back of the famous CEO who was leading the way looked very unpleasant.



    



    “Fuck… I was just trying to get a drink. Why is that thing hanging around there?”



    



    The famous CEO, who was about to head straight to the bar in the garden, hesitated, muttered a curse, and turned around.



    



    I could see the back of Jeong Ji-in sitting on a high chair in front of the bar. The senior actor who had taken Jeong Ji-in out of the reception room had gone somewhere, and she was talking to a tall, handsome man.



    



    Following the famous CEO who was changing directions, Choi Hong-seo walked to the bar set up in the living room. The famous CEO asked for a glass of liquor and moved to a less crowded place. Choi Hong-seo took a bottle of water.



    



    In the corner of the living room, the famous CEO plopped down on a small sofa set that could seat two people facing each other.



    



    “Hah ...



    



    The famous CEO, who had emptied more than half of his glass of alcohol in one go, began to swear thickly. He felt around his chest to find a pack of cigarettes and continued to swear at someone while holding the filter in his mouth.



    



    "It was an opportunity to catch even the boss, but because of the bastard, fucking alone."



    



    He must have been quite excited because he couldn't even light a cigarette properly and kept fumbling with it several times.



    



    Regardless of how the famous CEO felt, Choi Hong-seo felt relieved and alive after getting out of there and breathing some fresh air.



    



    “Then today… there is no entertainment?”



    



    “That’s what I’m saying. What’s going on?”



    



    The famous CEO took another deep drag on his cigarette and tossed his neatly arranged hair.



    



    “Who was that person earlier?”



    



    
      “Who? That bastard who ruined work today?”
    

  
    “Who was that person earlier?”



    



    “Who? That bastard who ruined work today?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded.



    



    “Vice President of ARA Electronics. Eldest grandson of the founder of Hanseo Group.”



    



    "ah…"



    



    “You’re not one of those guys who hang around here, you don’t even know the conglomerates?”



    



    President Myung spoke as if ignoring him, but Choi Hong-seo let it slide.



    



    ARA Electronics… Hanseo Group…



    



    It is true that even if someone is not a tycoon, he is not interested in them unless they are a person who shows their face in the entertainment industry. However, even Choi Hong-seo did not know names like ARA Electronics or Hanseo Group. After all, Choi Hong-seo was a Korean. To that extent, he was not at the highest level in the reception room.



    



    Somehow… I thought that President Cho, who was always arrogant, would keep his temper in check even in front of the richest people… He really was an amazing person.



    



    “When the founder died, it wasn’t the eldest son who became the group’s chairman, but the second son. His name was Lee Woo-yeol. That Lee Woo-yeol is the uncle of that kid earlier.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “Can you explain it more simply? That bastard is Lee Seo-kyung’s cousin.”



    



    The famous president frowned as he pointed upstairs with his finger. His expression was grim, as if he was talking about his parents' enemy.



    



    At the name Lee Seo-kyung, Choi Hong-seo's eyes briefly twitched.



    



    The second son of the owner family of Hanseo Group. The headache of Hanseo Group, in charge of the Knox Hotel Shanghai branch. Lee Seo-kyung.



    



    “The second son, Woo-yeol Lee, took all the lucrative businesses like hotels, distribution, and construction, and the eldest son, Hae-seong Lee, took electronics, finance, insurance… things like that. At the time, these were relatively unimportant businesses within the Hanseo Group. The ones who grew them into the ARA Group were that kid and his father.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo also vaguely heard the news that Hanseo Group and ARA Group would soon complete the separation process. It was news that the entire nation should know.



    



    “That family has been completely devoid of ability since the founder. Whether it’s the eldest son or the son, there’s no shame. Even the eldest daughter is in charge of the Hanseo Group right now. It’s a very fortunate thing for the Hanseo Group and the future of the country. Look at that crazy bastard Lee Seo-kyung taking over. The country’s economy was uprooted and left behind.”



    



    In front of Lee Seo-kyung, the non-existent tail was wagging so much that it almost fell off, and in places where there were no children, the famous CEO ground his teeth while calling out to this child and that child.



    



    “이서경 그 개새끼 중국으로 보내버려 줘서 내가 진짜 그 집 장녀한테 선물이라도 보내고 싶은 심정이라니까?”



    



    The famous president crossed his legs and squinted his eyes as he brought the cigarette to his lips.



    



    Lee Seo-kyung was, so to speak, a big shot among the 'entertainment' customers of President Myung. Not only was Lee Seo-kyung the biggest spender, but she also had the biggest personality. Because of that, she was a piece of human garbage that even President Myung, who was also trash, wanted to avoid.



    



    Moreover, the reason Choi Hong-seo entered the entertainment industry in earnest was because Lee Seo-kyung took a picture of Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Because of that, ironically, Lee Seo-kyung was an enemy to both President Myung and Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “You’ll survive after that kid leaves Korea, right?”



    



    ““… … ”



    



    Even if that kid leaves Korea, your kid is still here. Do you think I can live there?



    



    I wanted to shoot that shot at the shiny face of the model, but Choi Hong-seo just took a few sips of water instead. Then he turned his head away.



    



    “I guess he doesn’t like hanging out with celebrities?”



    



    “Where is the tycoon who doesn’t reveal his pastime? It probably wasn’t your style.”



    



    The famous CEO snorted.



    



    Is that so? Is it because I don't like it that you stopped dancing? Because you're not interested?



    



    “Well, maybe she’s just not interested in men at all.”



    



    The famous CEO tilted his head as he shook the ashes into the ashtray on the table.



    



    “I saw your reaction after you acted… I don’t think it was a total dud… But, I’m concerned that you kicked me out of the room. I think you’re trying to entice Director Kang to cast another lead while we’re gone. Director Kang isn’t the type of person to listen to others when casting…”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “Eight, shit! So why did that kid suddenly get involved there? It was almost time for the investigation to get to you!”



    



    As if he had missed a bite of rice that was already cooked, the famous president felt sorry and resentful. He extinguished his short cigarette carelessly in the ashtray and muttered in a voice that did not seem to have let go of his anger.



    



    “Anyway, who would say that he’s a common person?”



    



    “Are you a normal person?”



    



    The famous president snorted as he took out a new cigarette from his pack. “He’s famous. He’s the model student of the third generation of the conglomerate, Lee Hae-seong.”



    



    It was a nickname that had a somewhat sarcastic nuance.



    



    “Please don’t get your hopes up too high. Just because he’s a model student doesn’t mean he has great morals or ethics. He’s just an FM who doesn’t know anything but work.”



    



    The famous businessman muttered with barely any movement in his lips, holding the filter of a new cigarette in his mouth.



    



    “You know this because you’ve crawled this far on this earth. There are those who play openly and those who play in secret. Those who play without anyone knowing are actually more shameful.”



    



    The famous CEO, who had lit a cigarette, pointed upwards with his finger again with a confident expression.



    



    “That guy is probably a pervert just like Lee Seo-kyung.”



    



    I somewhat agree with the bullshit philosophy of the famous CEO that there are only those who play openly and those who play quietly. That has been Choi Hong-seo's experience so far.



    



    Those who shout that the world must change are, in the end, the oppressed people of the world today. There is no one who shouts that the world must change while belonging to the privileged class. There is no one who is privileged but does not want to enjoy privilege. I have never met such a person.



    



    Beyond the wide-open folding doors, a mocking laugh erupted from the garden pool. It seemed as if some high-ranking person had forgotten social status and age and jumped into the pool full of models.



    



    Anyway, I don’t have to entertain you today…



    



    Choi Hong-seo stared blankly at the swimming pool and the sparkling night view of Seoul beyond the swimming pool, thinking about that.



    



    A model student from the third generation of a conglomerate.



    



    It was three days later that I met ARA Electronics' Vice President of Understanding again.



    



    @



    



    Officially, the weekend was a holiday for 'Layered'. But there were quite a few exceptions that made it impossible to rest. That day, a performance was scheduled for a party that had rented out an entire underground members-only club.



    



    “Everyone, make sure you don’t make any mistakes. The stage is a stage, but VIPs are welcome! Huh? Don’t stand there sullenly and bluntly! Smile brightly! Kim Young-joo, it’s about you, Inma! Are you listening?”



    



    President Myung, who rarely accompanied them in person despite the holiday schedule, warned them about the same thing several times. Unlike President Myung, who looked anxious, the members other than Choi Hong-seo did not seem to be very nervous.



    



    “Anyway, those people are probably curious about Hongseo hyung. Do they even care about us?”



    



    “So, you little punk, don’t let Hongseo’s name go to waste, so at least do a good job as a sidekick!”



    



    Even just looking at the hair, makeup, and outfit that were more elaborate than when appearing on music shows, it was clear how much importance CEO Myung put on today's schedule.



    



    It was a party to celebrate the inauguration of a third generation of a conglomerate family as a managing director, who was only thirty-nine years old. It was a private gathering attended only by close acquaintances. That meant that it was not a proper party. Choi Hong-seo was silent the whole time, even in the car he was driving, because he thought that the party could lead to 'reception'.



    



    The interior of the members-only club was decorated more luxuriously and extravagantly than most hotel clubs. It was a new world that could not be imagined just from the outside, where there was not a single conspicuous sign.



    



    Before going on stage, I had to first greet the star of the day. From here on out, things were different from the usual schedule. Sometimes, an official would come to the waiting room to greet and take a commemorative photo, but it was rare for a singer who had been paid to come to work to go to the host’s place and ‘greet’.



    



    The protagonist, who was sitting on a wide and soft sofa almost like a bed right in front of the stage, was already somewhat drunk.



    



    “Thank you, sir, for inviting our kids today. This is ‘Layered’ from UB Entertainment.”



    



    The protagonist stood up from his seat, trembling, at the bowing greeting of the famous CEO.



    



    “Oh, right. Our secretary’s office recommended some of the most popular people these days… Wow, they’re all really cool. I appreciate you coming to a party hosted by an old man like me despite your busy schedule.”



    



    “What are you saying, sir? It’s our honor. Congratulations on your promotion… Ni… Da.”



    



    As he listened to the CEO's words that were like a flowing stream of water, the protagonist approached Choi Hong-seo and gently grabbed his wrist.



    



    “How much do you weigh? Do you weigh 50 kilograms?”



    



    At first glance, it sounded like a gentle and affectionate voice, but of course it wasn't genuine affection. Rather, it felt like a sarcastic tone, as if he was belittling and ignoring the other person, and giving them a leg up.

  
    The man said, rubbing the inside of his wrist with his thumb.



    



    “I’m worried because it’s too dry.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “Are you a bit reserved?”



    



    “No, that’s not true…”



    



    “It’s okay. I don’t like being teased. I’ll be looking forward to the stage. Come down and have fun together.”



    



    In terms of inducing nausea, the man's laughter was like maggots writhing in filth.



    



    Even after moving to the backstage waiting room, the uncomfortable feeling on my wrist where the man had touched still remained.



    



    “Choi Hong-seo, you haven’t been serving customers much lately, so are you confused about your identity? What was that attitude you had toward the customer earlier? Haven’t you come to your senses? Do you really think you’re a prince or something?”



    



    President Myung, who had come close enough to make sure the other members didn't notice, spoke almost in a whisper.



    



    “Haven’t you heard? I like that kind of stuff. What’s the problem?”



    



    “What the hell did I do wrong? You keep talking back to me these days. Are you going to keep provoking me like that? Huh?”



    



    I went up on stage, leaving the scary famous boss behind. I didn't even feel the tension of having to do well on stage, so I didn't even need the routine of taking deep breaths and counting on my fingers. Who among the people down there would be interested in this stage anyway...



    



    When I raised my head and formed a formation with the members on the dark stage with the lights off.



    



    I made eye contact with someone in front of me.



    



    As if his talent had caught Choi Hong-seo's attention, their eyes met right away.



    



    The man in the upper seat that I saw in Director Kang Woo-hyun's reception room. He was a VVIP.



    



    The man was also sitting at the central table where the party's main character was sitting with his other acquaintances. When did he come? He wasn't there when I stopped by to say hello...



    



    Suddenly, tension gripped my whole body. I felt like I had to fold my fingers and count. But there wasn't much time left. The intro began and the lights came on.



    



    In the end, I made two mistakes.



    



    This was almost impossible for Choi Hong-seo, who was more skilled than any other member and practiced more than anyone else. It was the worst feeling when it got dark again and he left the stage.



    



    That's because you ignored the routine because you were nervous. You should have just done what you always did.



    



    “Hongseo, you made a mistake twice.”



    



    President Myung approached Choi Hong-seo, who was already feeling guilty, and set him on fire.



    



    "i know."



    



    “Did you let your guard down because it was a stage like this? What kind of people are here? Don’t you know that in some ways this is more important than a music show?”



    



    “I’m sorry. I couldn’t concentrate for a bit.”



    



    The mistake itself was shocking and disappointing, but what was even more upsetting was the fact that I hadn't performed to my best in front of that man.



    



    The man said he wanted to see 'acting' in Director Kang's reception room.



    



    I didn't ask for a sexy dance, a song to liven things up, aegyo, or any other individual skills, but rather a performance.



    



    Thanks to this, Choi Hong-seo was able to avoid being treated as a hostess there. As an actor, he was able to show his acting skills to attract investment and end up there.



    



    So, because of that memory… the moment I discovered that man, I wanted to do the stage properly.



    



    But on the contrary, he didn't even show his usual ability. Even without the famous CEO intentionally picking on him, he was upset and angry enough.



    



    “Well, the stage is already over, so that’s okay.”



    



    The famous CEO clicked his tongue and put his arm around Choi Hong-seo's shoulder. Then, while the members were distracted by the gift that the star of the day had prepared, he whispered.



    



    “Let’s go out and have a good time? You’re not the prince. The person sitting over there is the prince. Let’s not make a mistake, Hongseo? Huh?”



    



    I slipped out from under the arm of the famous CEO and wiped the sweat in front of the mirror, being careful not to erase my makeup. In the mirror, the famous CEO was looking at me with sharp eyes.



    



    You're not the prince, so why do I need to remind you of that?



    



    It was funny. I've never even thought of myself as a prince or anything like that.



    



    @



    



    Today's protagonist was even more drunk by then. He personally stood up and greeted 'Layered', and a strong smell of alcohol wafted from him.



    



    “I enjoyed the performance. Wow, everyone was so talented. Especially… the hip rotation skills…”



    



    The man who was badly imitating the choreography of 'Layered' burst into laughter at the end.



    



    “Well, since you worked hard, let’s each have a drink!”



    



    The man who put a glass of alcohol in each of the members' hands was so drunk that he couldn't control the amount of alcohol he drank. The alcohol overflowed from all the glasses.



    



    “I’d also like to buy you a drink, sir.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo stepped forward and took the bottle of alcohol from the man's hand. The man's reddish gaze stared at the side of Choi Hong-seo's face as he approached.



    



    “Would you like that? Your friend is pretty and does pretty things too.”



    



    The man bent down deeply and looked up at Choi Hong-seo's face as he poured him a drink. Then, he whispered so that only Choi Hong-seo could hear, just enough for his lips to touch his ear.



    



    “I think I’m going to start wondering if it’s pretty everywhere else.”



    



    The man in the upper seat was sitting a little further inside. Choi Hong-seo tried his best not to look at him. It was humiliating to be treated like a plaything in front of someone who had acted confidently as an actor for a moment, but humiliation and enduring humiliation were not new to Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Yeah, it wouldn't have been any more humiliating if that guy was watching.



    



    Layered had to drink two or three glasses of alcohol while standing in a row without being able to sit down. After that, the famous CEO announced with a troubled face that it was time to go.



    



    “Is it already like that? But one person has to stay. That’s what we agreed to, boss.”



    



    “If it’s okay with you, I’ll stay.”



    



    At Choi Hong-seo's remark, the protagonist grabbed Choi Hong-seo's hand and pulled him towards him. He sat down next to him and rested his chin on Choi Hong-seo's shoulder and grinned.



    



    “Why? Why do you want to stay? Is our idol also interested in me?”



    



    What the hell is the point of interest? It was a pre-arranged contract from the beginning that Choi Hong-seo would stay behind and serve drinks. The pretense of haggling over who would stay behind was nothing more than a rigged game of Go-Stop.



    



    “I guess my younger siblings… can’t drink well. Since I’m also the leader, I think it would be better for me to stay.”



    



    “I see. You’re the leader. Are you the leader because you’re the oldest? You look like a baby.”



    



    The man who made Choi Hong-seo look at him by wrapping his chin around his neck waved his other hand indifferently toward President Myung. As soon as permission was given, President Myung quickly left the place with the rest of the members. It was a routine, ordinary procedure.



    



    The hand of the man who had let go of my chin then went to touch my lips. His touch was as smooth as if they were my own lips.



    



    “I debuted a bit late… so I’m older than you might think.”



    



    “Oh my, is that so? Our leader, are you getting older? How old are you? Twenty-two?”



    



    The man laughed loudly, pinching his cheek with the hand that had been touching his lips.



    



    “I’m twenty-seven years old.”



    



    "lie."



    



    This time, the man pulled back with an exaggerated expression of surprise. Then, he quickly came closer and pressed his forehead against Choi Hong-seo's and whispered.



    



    “Show me your ID. Then I’ll believe you.”



    



    “I left my wallet in the car.”



    



    “What the… Are you trying to trick me into going in the car with you right now?”



    



    The man's arm wrapped around her waist. Everyone at the table was aware of this situation, but naturally, no one tried to stop it. Everyone was having fun with their male and female partners who looked to be half their age, so it was easy to lose interest in this.



    



    The 'man of honor' sitting inside was the only one drinking without a partner. He was obscured by today's main character, so I couldn't see him clearly, but he didn't look particularly happy. Well, it was the same last time too...



    



    “Our leader is good at setting the mood. Was he playing around with his baby-like face? It’s even more annoying when he looks like he’s being exposed.”



    



    The hand wrapped around his waist touched his side over his clothes. And it tried to dig into his stage costume. Choi Hong-seo lowered his head to suppress his disgust, and under his lowered head, his jaw muscles tightened.



    



    “But you don’t have to speak so stiffly. We’re getting closer now, so you feel distant. Are you nervous?”



    



    “Because I’m in front of such… great people…”



    



    “Huh? It’s good that you’re nervous, but you’re also cute? I really can’t stand that.”



    



    The face of the man who had been whispering seemed to slide deeper, then dug into Choi Hong-seo’s nape. At the horror of smelling the skin and rubbing his lips, Choi Hong-seo gripped the pants on his thighs as if he were sitting on a dentist’s chair.



    



    “Mr. Choi Hong-seo, come over here and sit down.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    The man's movements stopped in his tracks at the sound of someone looking for Choi Hong-seo. The owner of the voice was VVIP. He was leaning forward with his upper body, resting his elbows on his knees, and staring at me.

  
    The owner of the voice was VVIP. He was leaning forward, resting his elbows on his knees, and staring at me.



    



    There was a strong force in the two large hands that held the glass of On the Rocks on both sides.



    



    He spoke a little loudly. Maybe it was because of his mood, but he sounded a little agitated. It was different from his calm demeanor at Director Kang’s house, where he never spoke loudly.



    



    Today's protagonist took his face off Choi Hong-seo's nape. And rather than being offended, he smiled at the man in the upper seat as if he found it very interesting.



    



    “Our vice president, what’s causing this?”



    



    “They said that if I attend, I’ll get priority.”



    



    “Yeah, I did. I didn’t know you’d actually come though.”



    



    “Send it this way.”



    



    Although it was in the form of a request sentence, judging from his expression and tone, it was closer to an unconditional command.



    



    Even though he had to hand over the bait he had soaked in saliva, today's protagonist obediently and willingly backed down. He even seemed to be in a good mood.



    



    He lifted the tall champagne glass to his lips and spoke quickly and quietly so that only Choi Hong-seo could hear.



    



    “You don’t usually come to places like this. I wonder why you like me… You’re an important guest to me, so treat me well. If you serve me well, I’ll send you a big tip through the famous manager.”



    



    Because he had the opportunity to look good to the Vice President of ARA Electronics through Choi Hong-seo. So rather than being dissatisfied, he seemed to be in a good mood.



    



    Choi Hong-seo stood up hesitantly and moved inside. Behind him, the main character of the day shouted jokingly.



    



    “It’s not an old man like me who’s playing with us, it’s a handsome guy like that. Our leader must be happy!”



    



    The other people at the table were laughing loudly. What was so funny about that? I could tell they were all trying to please the Vice President of ARA Electronics.



    



    Choi Hong-seo was also somewhat accustomed to figuring out the flow of power in a place like this, such as who was the center of the atmosphere and who was the real VVIP of the place.



    



    “Hello. This is Choi Hong-seo.”



    



    “Yes, sit over here.”



    



    As he bowed, the man straightened his upper body, which had been leaning forward, and pointed to the seat next to him. However, he did not look directly at Choi Hong-seo's face.



    



    "thank you."



    



    “I need to drink something. What should I have?”



    



    Even as he handed the menu displayed on the tablet to Choi Hong-seo, the man's gaze was fixed solely on the LCD.



    



    “I’d like it if you just gave me the same thing…”



    



    “If alcohol is too much for you, there are plenty of other drinks.”



    



    “No problem. I’ll drink the same thing as you, Vice President.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    Only then did the man slowly turn his gaze to Choi Hong-seo. It was surprising, but the distance was very close. If he moved just a little, their shoulders would brush against each other.



    



    The eyes of the man I met up close were, as expected, very deep and calm. It seemed like he would not be shaken by any storm.



    



    Choi Hong-seo envied that. The vice president of ARA Electronics. He would later become the chairman of the ARA Group. He was the grandson of the founder of the Hanseo Group. What kind of storm would such a person be afraid of? Who would dare to shake such a person?



    



    It seemed as if calling him Vice President had offended him. After quite some time, the man opened his mouth.



    



    “You didn’t call me that back then.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “We’re old friends. Do you remember me?”



    



    “Yes. At Director Kang’s house…”



    



    “At that time, I didn’t really know what I was doing.”



    



    “I’m sorry. I should have known this in advance…”



    



    Choi Hongseo bowed his head and apologized, and the man turned his eyes back to the tablet and let out a light sigh. Hmm… It wasn’t a groan of reproach, but rather an awkward groan.



    



    “No, that’s not what I meant… Don’t be sorry.”



    



    He ended up ordering the same drink he was drinking, and for a while the two of them just sat there blankly without saying much, only taking a sip of their drink in between.



    



    Meanwhile, messy scenes were unfolding here and there on the tables. The mess of people tangling, groping, and sucking was the predictable ending of such a party.



    



    The man who was watching the couples rolling around in front of him turned his eyes to Choi Hong-seo. He just stared at him for a moment, then leaned closer. It was because the music was loud.



    



    “Don’t you want to get out of here?”



    



    “… … ”



    



    Things didn't go as planned.



    



    The one who paid the price for calling out 'Layered' and Choi Hong-seo was the star of the day, and if you go out with someone from this club, you naturally think that you will become the star of the day.



    



    The words of today's protagonist, who asked for good service and promised to send a big tip if the service was good, ultimately meant the same thing.



    



    Hospitality.



    



    Yeah, this guy is also a hostess after all.



    



    “Do you want to stay here any longer…”



    



    “That’s not it.”



    



    “Don’t worry about that. I won’t be offended.”



    



    The 'over there' that ARA Electronics Vice President was talking about was the main character of the day. Even though Choi Hong-seo was the guest he had invited, the Vice President was confident and told him not to worry about it. Thinking that it was VVIP-like, Choi Hong-seo lowered his head and gave a very short, bitter smile.



    



    “Then, I’ll go and speak to our boss.”



    



    I got up from my seat, holding my cell phone. The club staff member who had been watching immediately approached me and asked what I needed. When I said I needed a place to make a call, the staff member guided me to a space where I could rest individually.



    



    Even if the fact that they were entertaining was the same, any changes had to be reported to the famous CEO first.



    



    [What? The Vice President??]



    



    As soon as he heard the report that he would be going out with Vice President Lee Hae-seong, President Myung's voice grew louder.



    



    [Once he decides to invest, there’s no need to worry about film production. Filming begins right away! There’s no need to look for two or three more investors.]



    



    The titles that used to be 'this kid', 'that kid', and 'crazy guy' have now changed to 'Vice President' and 'that person'.



    



    [I thought you weren't my type, but what the heck, it's the opposite? Crazy... What the hell is this, Hongseo! Lee Hae-seong, Lee Hae-seong! You're incomparable to someone like President Cho.]



    



    It seemed as if I could see the face of the famous CEO with his mouth hanging from his ear.



    



    President Myung is right. If I had to entertain someone, this person would be a much more efficient person than President Cho.



    



    And yet I couldn't figure out why I felt so betrayed.



    



    Just because you saved me from that hostess, Mr. Cho, did you think he would be any different? Just because you said you wanted to see a performance, not a sexy dance, did you think he would treat you like a real actor?



    



    Even though he lives like a dog at the bottom… Choi Hong-seo is really easygoing.



    



    [Whether the movie can go into production or not! It's all up to you now. Oh dear, I should have made her wear something else. I should have made her wear the luxury clothes that were sponsored a while ago.]



    



    Even though I didn't want to admit it, the famous CEO was right.



    



    Among the upper class, there were those who played openly and those who played secretly. I had met some who pretended to be polite. And even the polite ones couldn't do anything. There was a pleasure that could be obtained with just a snap of a finger, and no one would refuse it. Whether it was power, money, or a momentary physical satisfaction, it was the same.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who was talking on the phone and wandering around the small lounge without even being able to sit on the prepared sofa, stopped in front of the mirror hanging on the wall.



    



    [You really have to do well, Choi Hong-seo. He is more precious than anyone you've ever served, he's truly a VVVVVIP!]



    



    “Better than Executive Director Lee Seo-kyung?”



    



    [What the hell, where are you putting that? Do you call that a word? That bastard Lee Seo-kyung is only a royal by blood, but she has no ability! This person is the one who will take the entire ARA Group!]



    



    Looking at her face in the mirror, Choi Hong-seo wiped away the lip makeup that was almost completely gone.



    



    “I’ll do well, don’t worry. I really want to be in this movie too.”



    



    After ending the call, I turned around in front of the mirror.



    



    There was nothing to be disappointed about, nothing to feel betrayed about.



    



    It was just that the person being entertained had changed.



    



    @



    



    The man's sedan slowly drove down the streets of Gangnam late on a Saturday night.



    



    The world flowing by outside the window was bustling with shallow pleasures, but the car interior was as quiet as if I was looking at a muted screen. I could barely feel the vibration of the car moving.



    



    Expensive cars are different.



    



    Choi Hong-seo was thinking about such things while sitting in the back seat, which reminded him of the first class seats or the highest-end massage chairs on an airplane. The person sitting next to him had not said anything for several minutes, so he had nothing to do.



    



    “Isn’t the temperature too low?”



    



    The words he spoke after a long time were unexpected.



    



    "it's okay."



    



    “I have goosebumps on my arm.”



    



    The man gestured to Choi Hong-seo's arm and said. Choi Hong-seo followed his gaze and looked down at his arm. Goosebumps were running down his arm that was exposed under his short-sleeved stage costume. In fact, it was a bit chilly.

  
    “You don’t have to be so careful. I won’t get mad or anything if you tell me honestly.”



    



    When you ask me to be honest and I'm really honest, all the VIPs get mad...



    



    I couldn't say that out loud. I felt more pressured to be honest, so I just squeezed my poor fingers. Then he asked me again as if to confirm.



    



    “Is it cold?”



    



    Even though he knew it was cold, he seemed like someone who wanted to make Choi Hong-seo speak honestly.



    



    “Yes, a little…”



    



    As soon as he finished answering, the man adjusted the air conditioner temperature by manipulating the dial on the armrest. Then he started taking off the jacket he was wearing. In keeping with the TPO of a private party held at a club, the man was wearing casual clothes instead of a suit. However, it was not a frivolous outfit.



    



    She took off her mustard-colored zippered jacket with collar and was wearing an elegant ivory summer knit with a boat neck underneath.



    



    The knit showed off her body much more directly than the suit. The bulging deltoid muscles at the end of her broad, thick shoulders and the firm curves leading to her upper arms were clearly visible. She looked much bigger than when I saw her at Director Kang’s house last time.



    



    You must be busy, but you still work out hard… Well, even someone like CEO Cho looks good for his age.



    



    “At least this is covered.”



    



    Unexpectedly, the man handed over his jacket, and Choi Hong-seo reflexively waved both hands and declined it.



    



    “Oh, no. It’s really okay. It’s not that cold… but…”



    



    But the man neatly placed his half-folded jacket on Choi Hong-seo's lap.



    



    “It’s a bit obvious, isn’t it? But I’ll cover it up for a moment.”



    



    .thank you."



    



    It was not polite to VIPs to refuse them several times. I carefully unfolded the light jacket with a soft texture. Instead of hanging it behind me, I covered my front shoulders and chest like a blanket. I did that because I thought it would wrinkle less. Even though it was a thin jacket, the chill went away as soon as I hid my arms inside it.



    



    She bowed her head again, thanking the man who was looking at her with a smile.



    



    Strangely enough, the words of the famous CEO came to mind at his kindness.



    



    Among the wealthy and powerful, there are those who play openly and those who play in secret. Those who play more dirty without any rumors leaking out…



    



    With a confident look on his face, he said, 'That guy is probably a pervert just like Lee Seo-kyung.'



    



    Unfortunately, most of the people Choi Hong-seo has encountered so far have been like that.



    



    In sex with a partner who paid money or other compensation, they felt no need to be considerate at all. As if it were completely natural, as if being respectful or kind was more unnatural and funny, sometimes perverted and sometimes violent, unusual acts were suddenly unleashed without any understanding or warning.



    



    Could this person be like that too?



    



    Would someone who looks so dignified hit you in the face, try to make you wear a skirt, or treat you like a piece of meat if you were to close the door and be alone with them?



    



    Although it's a bit of an unapproachable atmosphere, he's still pretty well-mannered so far.



    



    It was useless to try to predict. If there was one thing Choi Hong-seo had learned over the years, it was that people, especially those with money or power, could never, ever predict their tastes in bed based on their usual appearance.



    



    A nice, faint scent rose from the jacket covering his body. It was unusual, so he smelled it again, but it wasn't a loud, unique scent. It was a masculine, sexy scent that had a base of comfort but also added a little bit of unique personality that aroused interest.



    



    Choi Hong-seo bowed his head a little deeper, drawn to the scent that seemed like it would linger in his memory for a long time.



    



    Whatever sexual preferences this man had, there was nothing she could do. For now, she could only sigh at the strange allure of this scent and his small kindness.



    



    The car had already exited Dosan-daero and was entering Hannam Bridge. The night view of the Han River on both sides, with lights shining on both sides, was the same as always. The lights covering all the ugly desires entangled in it were as pretty as the lights on a Christmas tree. That’s why Choi Hong-seo felt that this night view was unfair rather than beautiful whenever he saw it.



    



    “It must be very difficult work.”



    



    After a long time, the man opened his mouth again. Choi Hong-seo, who was looking at the night view, turned his head and looked at him.



    



    “Because of people like those before.”



    



    “No. There is nothing that isn’t difficult… It’s okay.”



    



    He smiled and chuckled softly. I couldn't figure out why he was laughing, so I just stared at him.



    



    “Somehow, it sounds like a child imitating an adult…



    



    You're saying I'm like a child imitating an adult? Even though I'm younger than you, Vice President, I've probably been through a lot. Even now, I'm going to 'entertain' you. It's a bit much to treat me like a child who doesn't know anything about the world...



    



    But of course, this too could not be said honestly.



    



    When Choi Hong-seo didn't show any particular reaction, the man changed the direction of the conversation.



    



    “But are you always left alone like that?”



    



    "yes?"



    



    “The other members are gone, and only Choi Hong-seo is there?”



    



    "ah…"



    



    The other members don't have any weaknesses against the famous CEO, and I don't know what's going on in the seat I'm in.



    



    “Even if you’re younger than Choi Hong-seo, the youngest member of the team is 23 years old. So the age difference isn’t that big.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    He looked up and saw the man's face again. When he first saw him at Director Kang's house, the man didn't even know his name. But now he knew the age of the youngest member of 'Layered'.



    



    An expression of “How do you know that?” appeared on Choi Hong-seo’s face. However, he did not dare to ask directly.



    



    “My younger siblings aren’t used to that kind of thing. I don’t want to ruin the mood when you call me…”



    



    The man's expression became a little serious. He, who had been deep in thought, opened his mouth in a serious tone.



    



    “Actually, I don’t like places like the one just now.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “They are people who cannot get along socially or business-wise, so we maintain a minimal level of relationship, but the way we spend our private lives really doesn’t work out.”



    



    "yes…"



    



    The man stared at Choi Hong-seo with an expression of great anticipation. However, he could not tell what he was expecting to hear.



    



    The anticipation gradually faded from his expression. But it didn’t seem like he was disappointed, and this time he had a solemn expression, as if he had made a big decision. His eyebrows were furrowed, where his high nose began, and his lips, which gave off a serious impression, were tense.



    



    What are you trying to say?



    



    His upper body leaned a little closer to Choi Hong-seo. His handsome face, with a classic handsome face that was not thin, came closer.



    



    “I went today because Choi Hong-seo was a guest.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    His expression was serious. He seemed to be expecting some kind of reaction, but no words came to mind.



    



    You don't usually like such places, but you came here to see me? I'm so happy, Vice President.



    



    Are you expecting that kind of reaction?



    



    Although he was a professional at entertaining, Choi Hong-seo was not the type to flirt and act cute. However, since the VVIP was looking at him with an expectant look on his face, he had to say something.



    



    “Ah… um…”



    



    “… … ”



    



    "thank you."



    



    His serious expression collapsed in an instant. He lowered his gaze, which had been staring at Choi Hong-seo’s lips, and smiled slightly, showing no sign of discomfort. The flawless and handsome face that could be felt as if it was oppressing him was moving away from its original position.



    



    He looked out the window. The car that had entered Sowol-ro with Namsan on the right was waiting at the traffic light in front of the H Hotel. Was the H Hotel the place for the reception? While thinking about that, he looked back at Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “Shall we get off and walk a bit?”



    



    I nodded at the softly encouraging voice. Even if the question was forceful, I couldn't help but do so.



    



    @



    



    Namsan was deserted after midnight. There were hardly any people who would go out of their way to visit this place and walk at this time on the weekend.



    



    “It’s pretty cool, isn’t it?”



    



    "yes."



    



    I walked slowly along the pavement blocks, keeping the railing on my right. It was quite cool, as he said, because it was next to a mountain.



    



    Since there wasn't much traffic, his sedan followed slowly, about 10 meters away, with its hazard lights on.



    



    A light breeze blew over the mountain, and in the clear air, the lights twinkled brighter than usual. Along the downhill road below the railing, relatively low buildings were lined up, and in the distance, high-rise buildings made a skyscraper. The view was clear, and even Yeouido was visible.



    



    “I heard it’s popular these days.”



    



    “No. There are people who are just now starting to recognize me.” “You must not have had time to rest because team activities started right after your solo activities ended.” It was an unexpected series. He didn’t just know the age of the youngest member of ‘Layered’.



    



    Ah… I guess it’s because of the movie. Since I have a high chance of being cast as the lead, I might have done some research. When I made that connection, it made sense.

  
    “I’m busy… but I’ve never had this many people come to see me since my debut. I’m still a bit dazed and grateful, so I don’t know if it’s hard.”



    



    He looked back at Choi Hong-seo as he walked slowly with both hands in his pockets.



    



    “Hongseo on stage seemed like a different person than Hongseo when acting.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo had to turn his gaze to the right where the night view was to hide his surprised expression.



    



    Did you even look for the stage footage? Did the Vice President of ARA Electronics?



    



    “I saw you dancing last time too, but it was because someone forced you to do it.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “The facial expressions change depending on the mood of the song, and I don’t know for sure… but when you dance, it feels like you use your whole body, down to your hair and even your finger joints, so you have to focus on it.”



    



    He tilted his head slightly and spoke in a serious tone, as if he were exchanging important business opinions.



    



    Choi Hong-seo's ears felt hot. Although he was used to the soulless compliments given by the staff at the broadcasting station or filming site, he felt embarrassed when he heard such specific compliments. Despite his joy, he hesitated and failed to show a friendly response, and sometimes he was criticized for being arrogant.



    



    “But then, on entertainment shows, you’re friendly, easygoing, and cute…”



    



    Was it because he was strangely silent after saying 'cute'? The expression sounded somewhat unconventional. Although it was something I often heard from VIPs, it was different from the 'cute' that other people said. When Choi Hong-seo looked at him, he smiled very nicely.



    



    “I found myself laughing without realizing it while watching the video.”



    



    You even watched a variety show…



    



    When you search for 'Choi Hong-seo's entertainment', several famous clips that are displayed at the top come to mind. Various sexy dances and comical dances prepared with aegyo and individual skills that were popular at the time, a game where he frowned wildly to tear off wet paper without using his hands, etc...



    



    On TV, I was the type to never skip out on something I was told to do, whether I was good at it or not, and if I thought of it as work, I wasn't ashamed and there was nothing I couldn't do. But now, when I thought of this person walking next to me seeing me, I felt a little embarrassed. To these people, who probably never let their pride down in front of anyone, it seemed like a miserable struggle.



    



    “For a boring person like me, that kind of colorful appearance was really… interesting.”



    



    “Thank you for your kind words.”



    



    He put his hands in his pockets again and looked back at Choi Hong-seo and smiled.



    



    At this point, I thought he was just a really boring idol who only gave formulaic answers and didn't know how to be cute.



    



    “Oh, can I call you Mr. Hongseo? I already called you that, though.” “Yes, of course.”



    



    “Back then, I said that Hongseo’s strong point was his sincerity, right?”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “That is indeed true.”



    



    "yes?"



    



    “It seems that Hongseo-ssi struggled alone for a long time because of the long period of obscurity.”



    



    "ah…"



    



    Do we really need to investigate such details because of the movie investment? Well, the production cost of this movie is really enormous…



    



    “I heard that even if Hongseo did something alone, the rest of the members get paid separately. Doesn’t that seem unfair?”



    



    “It’s not just our team, the industry system is like that. Even if another member did the same thing, I would have been paid the same way…”



    



    “I’m pretty greedy, so I don’t think I could accept such an absurdity. I think it’s amazing that he sacrificed himself for the team for so many years.”



    



    Accept it or not… not everyone has that choice like you do.



    



    The vice president of ARA Electronics is so great to a mere idol.



    



    I looked back at him, thinking he was being sarcastic, but his perfect profile, illuminated by the streetlight, was completely serious.



    



    “Mr. Hongseo said that the only thing he had to offer was sincerity, but his acting was also impressive.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “First of all, once you start acting, you don’t care about other people. I personally think that’s a very important talent for an actor.”



    



    He stopped at the fork in the road where the pavement blocks ended, and spoke as if marking a dot, as if concluding the story.



    



    While listening to his detailed compliments, my pulse also quickened. Whether it was for the movie or something else, it seemed like he had been seriously monitoring my activities. And he was acknowledging the process and the results. Such a great person…



    



    “I guess you like movies a lot.”



    



    He opened his eyes wide at Choi Hong-seo's words. And soon, a smile spread across his entire face. I've seen him smile, but it was the first time I'd seen him smile so brightly that he couldn't hide it. His expression looked very different when he smiled.



    



    He bent down to meet Choi Hong-seo's eye level. His face looked extremely happy.



    



    “It’s the first time. Mr. Hongseo asked me a question first.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    Is that the only reason you liked it so much?



    



    I stared at his joyful face.



    



    Even looking back, he was quite handsome. I’ve seen many handsome men while working in the entertainment industry, but he was completely different from the thin and skinny handsome men that are popular these days. He had a face that would be classified as handsome in any era or culture. His perfect, masculine face, without any flaws or weaknesses, had an overwhelming power in itself. That’s why my first impression was not so much the admiration of his handsomeness as the burden of not being able to approach him.



    



    But that same face now looked soft and warm. Was it because of the streetlight?



    



    He paused for a moment, his eyes locked, then slowly blinked and said, “Yes, I like you. And maybe.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “I think it will get better.”



    



    Beyond his shoulder, the pedestrian signal changed from red to green.



    



    Crossing the road and going a little further, there was the H Hotel, and going down the hill to the right was the 'Layered' accommodation. After crossing the crosswalk, he naturally turned to the right. Choi Hong-seo looked back at the H Hotel with a puzzled face, but he didn't hesitate at all. He was walking with a clear destination in mind.



    



    The width of the pavement blocks became much narrower. As we walked side by side, our shoulders occasionally brushed against each other. To be exact, Choi Hong-seo's shoulders and his arms brushed against each other. Whenever the wind blew behind us, his faint perfume lingered on the tip of our noses, then sadly faded away.



    



    “Can you spare some time next time?”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “I want to meet you. But not like today. Let’s make plans in advance.”



    



    “What’s next?”



    



    “If Mr. Hongseo doesn’t mind, I’d like to do that.”



    



    "ah…"



    



    Is that what you're talking about? Not today, but next time.



    



    There could be circumstances. He was busy, so he might not be available today. That's all. Just because he didn't like the messy atmosphere of many people gathering together, because he gave his jacket to an idol, and because he didn't go straight to the hotel but walked along Namsan and talked for a while... It wasn't like anything would change.



    



    It was supposed to be next time. Just, not today.



    



    Today was the moment when all of his actions made sense.



    



    The suggestion that the VVIP, who holds the key to whether or not the movie can be produced, should look into it separately. Choi Hong-seo knew all too well what that meant and what was included.



    



    I wasn't naive enough to have expectations, disappointments, or bitterness. I wasn't that weak.



    



    Swallowing the bitter taste that was gathering under his chin, Choi Hongseo straightened his expression. Throughout the night, he faced him straight in the eye with the most certain expression on his face.



    



    “I am honored. I will wait for the company to contact me.”



    



    “Ah… company.”



    



    all.



    



    The man nodded several times and chewed over the word company.



    



    “Do I need permission from my company to meet someone?”



    



    “Would I be accepted by Hongseo’s company?”



    



    “Of course… I think you’ll like it.”



    



    "is it so?"



    



    The man just smiled strangely. Choi Hong-seo became anxious because he couldn’t tell whether he liked his answer or not.



    



    The dark café that was closed for business was right on the corner. If you turn into the alley from there, you will find the road to the accommodation. Choi Hong-seo called him in a slightly urgent voice.



    



    “Please take good care of the movie, Vice President.”



    



    The expression of the man who looked this way darkened for a moment, then turned cold. Then, with a hollow laugh, both the darkness and the coldness collapsed.



    



    “So, Mr. Hongseo thought that whether I invest in this movie or not depended on your answer?”



    



    “Um… I don’t know where it went wrong.”



    



    He muttered as if talking to himself. He rubbed his lower jaw broadly and paused for a moment, then pointed into the alley.



    



    “If you go up this way, is that where I’m staying now?”



    



    “Ah… yes.”



    



    “I’ll just watch you go home.”



    



    As he said that, he turned around and headed up the dark, steep road. He found his way without getting lost, as if it was his first time. At least on the map, he looked like someone who had studied hard.



    



    What? What did you not like? Unable to figure out his intentions, Choi Hong-seo just moved his legs in anxiety.

  
    Halfway up the hill, the man turned right. From here on out, it was a narrow alley that even cars couldn't enter. Because of that, he had to use a handcart when moving in.



    



    If I turned left one more time at the end of the alley in front of me, I would find the inn.



    



    The man who had been walking slowly without saying a word suddenly stopped walking. Choi Hong-seo couldn't help but watch his expression, worried that he might get angry.



    



    But when he slowly turned around and faced Choi Hong-seo, his face did not look angry.



    



    The early summer morning breeze was mixed with a faint scent of flowers. When I turned my gaze a little, I saw a tree branch laden with orange blossoms pouring down from the white wall of a house toward the alley.



    



    What kind of flower is that? Was there a flower tree like that in this alley? I never noticed it even after spending several summers here.



    



    “It was like that at Director Kang’s house, and it was like that today too… I can’t stand seeing Hongseo being bullied.”



    



    I turned my gaze back to him, which had been briefly taken away by the flower tree. He now had a slightly distressed expression on his face.



    



    “I'm angry.



    



    “… … ”



    



    “I’m not that kind of person.”



    



    The man who had been speaking calmly bent down to meet my eye level.



    



    .Why would that be?”



    



    It wasn't a question. I could tell by the confident look in his eyes.



    



    I already know the answer, but I would like you to think about the answer to this question yourself… That was the look on his face.



    



    He didn't rush Choi Hong-seo, who couldn't answer. He just watched him for a while, then walked away with a smile on his face, and then took the lead again.



    



    There were three or four fans loitering in front of the dorm. He didn't seem surprised, as if he had known about the existence of sasaeng fans in advance. He seemed more surprised by the poor condition of the dorm. Although he didn't express it openly.



    



    “Come in.”



    



    As if he had often greeted me like that, his face as he greeted me at the front door looked comfortable and gentle. Is this also the streetlight effect?



    



    The alley was directly visible from the entrance of the second-floor accommodation. I wanted to look back while I was pressing the door lock password, but for some reason I didn't have the courage. It didn't seem like it required courage.



    



    Who is it? Is that the new manager? He’s so handsome? - The fans’ whispers clearly aimed at Lee Hae-seong made me laugh. I pressed my lips tightly with the back of my hand and quickly went in to greet him.



    



    Without turning on the lights or taking off my shoes, I just stood there leaning against the door for a while. I was called to a chaebol family's party and left the club as an 'accompanying', but that wasn't 'entertainment'. We sat in the backseat of the car together, but we didn't even hold hands, let alone kiss. I thought that when he said he'd see me later, he meant that we should postpone the entertainment, but now that wasn't even certain.



    



    Then… why were you together? Why on earth did you ask me to go out with you?



    



    My shower took twice as long as usual because I was so lost in my own thoughts that I washed myself mechanically. I quietly went into the room where the members were sleeping and crawled into my own bed, on the lower level.



    



    I wondered what I should say to the famous CEO. After thinking about it for a while, I roughly drafted a message and sent it.



    



    《Vice President Lee Hae-seong took me to my accommodation. Nothing happened, but he said he would meet me again next time. I'm tired, so I'll just sleep.》



    



    As soon as he sent the message, he got a phone call. Despite the content of the message, he didn't seem to be able to sleep, but Choi Hong-seo ignored the call from President Myung.



    



    '... ... ..Why is that?'



    



    As I recalled the face of the man who had asked me that question, the scent of flowers I had smelled in the alley came back to my sense of smell. But I soon realized that what I had thought was the scent of flowers was actually the scent of his perfume.



    



    @



    



    Choi Hong-seo's casting for "Cream Mansion" has been confirmed.



    



    And the film's production was also confirmed. ARA Electronics' Vice President Lee Hae-seong decided to make a huge investment.



    



    After the decision was made to produce the film, even before an official press release was distributed, the first thing arranged was a meal.



    



    The attendees were narrowed down to the director, assistant director, three or four of the lead actors, the production company CEO, general producer, and Lee Hae-seong and his film investment agent. In short, it was an informal first meeting where the most important members of the film production got together to get to know each other and greet each other.



    



    There were about six or seven co-investors, including CEO Cho. Although the amount was small compared to Lee Hae-seong’s investment, they received reports on the production process from the investment team, but their participation or approval was not required every time. In other words, Lee Hae-seong was the representative of the investors.



    



    Even if it was a movie he invested in, everyone expected that ARA Electronics' Hae-Seong Lee would show up at a place like this. However, he defied expectations and expressed his intention to attend, and although he was a little late, he actually attended.



    



    Before he arrived at the wine bar where the company dinner was held, everyone was more excited about meeting Lee Hae-seong than about the fact that the film production had been decided.



    



    Whenever there was a knock on the door of the separate room, people stopped talking without anyone asking them to. Choi Hong-seo was one of them. When the door opened and a bar staff member, not Lee Hae-seong, appeared, I felt relief and disappointment at the same time. That was how tense I was and that was how much I was expecting.



    



    It was his first time in a movie, and he was cast as the lead in a movie by director Kang Woo-hyun, who is known as a master. That was what Choi Hong-seo thought.



    



    But when the knocking finally came and the understanding appeared, I could feel my heart beating faster than before. It was strange. Wasn't it because I was nervous because of the movie?



    



    Their eyes met a few times during the dinner, but Choi Hong-seo, the youngest of the lead actors, didn't have many opportunities to talk to the main investor, Lee Hae-seong.



    



    When we took turns introducing ourselves, I felt like his gaze lingered on me longer and more intensely than on the others. It was just a guess, but it could have been an illusion.



    



    Contrary to expectations, the company dinner was boring.



    



    I don't know what I expected though.



    



    “Not only are the actors amazing, but the director is… Director Kang Woo-hyun, of course! And on top of that, our vice president is investing in us. I couldn’t be more reassured!”



    



    The dinner was not that long, about 2 hours, but the production company CEO was quite drunk during that time. He drank too much due to the tension of meeting Lee Hae-seong, and ended up crossing the line.



    



    As the meeting was about to end, the production company CEO grabbed Lee Hae-seong's hand and bowed down so that his forehead touched the ground. Lee Hae-seong just smiled awkwardly with a troubled expression.



    



    “In my lifetime! I would have never imagined that there would come a day when I would have a meal with Vice President Lee Hae-seong and receive a drink from him!”



    



    “Hey, sir, what’s wrong? The vice president must be uncomfortable. Okay, calm down.”



    



    The general producer stepped forward and tried to get rid of the production company CEO, but it wasn't enough to overcome the drunkard's power.



    



    “Vice President, how can you be so perfect in appearance… You seem more like an actor than an investor. How about a cameo appearance in this movie? I think it will easily surpass 10 million viewers. What do you think? Yes? 〈Cream Mansion〉 as your debut film…!”



    



    This time, he even rubbed Lee Hae-seong's hand on his cheek. Everyone watching was shocked, and two more people besides the general producer quickly came and separated the CEO from Lee Hae-seong.



    



    Even while all that commotion was going on, Choi Hong-seo was talking to other actors from a distance.



    



    Even while waiting in the lobby for the valet to pick up my car, our eyes met. But that was it.



    



    His sedan, driven by his entourage, arrived, and everyone crowded around the car to see him off. He even shook hands with some people. But he was too popular to even get Choi Hong-seo's turn.



    



    That was understandable.



    



    For the filmmakers gathered here, a conglomerate was a more interesting opponent than an actor. And his looks were… even better than the actors, as the production company CEO said.



    



    I looked at the back of his sedan as it carelessly exited the alley. It was the same car that Choi Hong-seo had driven a week ago. No, I wondered if it was really the car I had driven.



    



    Taking off his jacket, walking up Namsan together, praising his past activities, and then saying that Choi Hong-seo would get angry if he was bullied… Nothing happened, to the point where I doubted if he was the same person from back then.



    



    I felt stupid for being nervous the days before when I heard he was coming.



    



    Well, that's fortunate. I don't have to entertain you.



    



    If in the meantime you've changed your mind and have lost interest in me, that's even better.



    



    A week is enough time for a change of heart.



    



    In Choi Hong-seo's car, the famous CEO was waiting along with a road manager to drive.



    



    “The vice president is waiting. I’ll move over there.”



    



    Before I could even ask if the first dinner for the movie had gone well, the CEO brought up that topic right away, as if this was a much more important schedule.



    



    “Yes? The Vice President?”



    



    “Yeah, he contacted me to ask if I could grab a cup of coffee with him.” “He contacted the boss? When?”



    



    President Myung, who was sitting in the passenger seat, quickly turned around.

  
    “Since when have you been curious about such things?”



    



    “No, we were together just now, but there was no sign of that at all.”



    



    “What are you talking about, you punk? Then why don’t you advertise that you’re meeting investors and lead actors separately in front of everyone there?”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “After the company dinner, if you don’t have any plans, please give me some time. I’ll wait for you at the nearby P Hotel.”



    



    The P Hotel was the first-class hotel located closest to the wine bar where we had our company dinner.



    



    “Okay, here’s the key.”



    



    The famous CEO handed me a card key, having received it in advance from his attendant.



    



    “You must have made the investment decision because you thought you were pretty, so do well. Do you know that there are some people who don’t ask to sleep with you right away? They might want to create a romantic relationship, so set the mood well. Don’t upset them.”



    



    That was how President Myung interpreted the reason why Lee Hae-seong had brought him back to his lodgings without any incident last time.



    



    The famous CEO's words made sense. Just as people are all different, so are the so-called upper class people. Not all of them were eccentric, violent, or enjoyed humiliating sex. The percentage of such people was overwhelmingly high.



    



    Maybe he was the type of person who, while sharing the destination of entertaining, did not want to feel like he was exploiting the other person or forcing a relationship with them in the process.



    



    There were some people who wanted to think that they just felt good about each other and ended up sleeping together.



    



    I got off at the underground parking lot instead of the hotel’s main entrance and went straight to the elevator. I saw myself wearing a mask and a bucket hat that covered my face, reflected on the shiny elevator wall. I looked like a celebrity who had come to enjoy a secret meeting. Or maybe a celebrity who had come running in a hurry after receiving a VIP call.



    



    The room he was waiting for was at the end of the hallway on the 22nd floor.



    



    Before ringing the bell, Choi Hong-seo took a deep breath. One, two, three… and he counted the numbers by folding his fingers one by one.



    



    No matter what happens in here, I armed myself not to get hurt or disappointed. Hurt or disappointed, I was not an amateur.



    



    "came?"



    



    He opened the door himself and smiled friendly, as if he was genuinely happy to see me. It wasn't the kind of smile he had throughout the company dinner, like the one in the news article. Even his appearance itself wasn't the friendly face you usually see around you.



    



    “You came here wrapped up tightly.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “When you do that, you really look like an idol.”



    



    His hand came up, touched the brim of his hat, and moved away. Choi Hong-seo, startled by the touch, took off his hat and pulled it down.



    



    "hello."



    



    “We just met a little while ago, but it feels strange to greet you like that. Come in.”



    



    He pulled the door open wider, and Choi Hong-seo disappeared inside.



    



    After washing my hands in the guest bathroom right next to the entrance, I came out and found that the room was a suite with a spacious living room with a great view. It was as expected.



    



    The magnificent, if splendid, night view of the city spread out beyond the large windows. He took off his jacket and rolled up his shirt sleeves to below his elbows, looking like a scene from an advertisement.



    



    He seemed to own everything that unfolded in the background.



    



    The living room where he stands, and even the city that sparkles behind him.



    



    The idea that he owned this city. It was perhaps a bit of an exaggeration, but it wasn't entirely wrong, and I couldn't help but laugh.



    



    He felt someone's presence and looked back.



    



    “Come here and sit down.”



    



    "yes."



    



    There were several kinds of desserts and coffee on the table. I thought they were just going to offer me coffee, but they were going to offer me alcohol instead…



    



    “Thank you for coming.”



    



    “Thank you for calling.”



    



    “I thought it would be more comfortable for you, Hongseo, than meeting outside, so I suggested we meet here.”



    



    “Thank you for your concern. But the Vice President is more famous than me.”



    



    “No matter how famous a businessperson is, he’s not as good as someone who appears on TV. Is the coffee okay? I prepared decaf because it’s late.”



    



    As he nodded, he poured warm coffee into Choi Hong-seo's cup.



    



    “I’m tall, so most people look at me. I guess I’m a bit too tall for Korea.”



    



    Do you really think that people look at you because you're tall? If you look in the mirror, you'll know that you're handsome.



    



    “I’m going to stare at you because you’re so handsome.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    After filling Choi Hong-seo's glass, Lee Hae-seong, who was pouring coffee into his own glass, stopped and looked this way. He looked like he was doubting his ears, wondering if he had heard wrong.



    



    It was a kind of sales pitch that he used to make to other VIPs, and unlike most of his other words that were lies, this time he was sincere. But even so, he looked at me and I felt embarrassed, as if he had confessed to me.



    



    Choi Hong-seo muttered as if making an excuse, holding the teacup with both hands.



    



    “At the company dinner earlier, everyone said that the vice president was handsome.”



    



    “I know that not everything people say in front of me is true.”



    



    As he said that with a smile, he quietly put the coffee pot down on a white napkin without making a sound.



    



    “No. You seem really popular. More so than the people on TV.”



    



    “Are you talking about this at the company dinner?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded, and he said playfully, leaning his elbows on the table and picking up his coffee cup.



    



    “Usually that’s called flattery.”



    



    I couldn't help it since he denied it so much. No, he was really handsome and surrounded by people, so popular that he couldn't even properly greet me. It was something I couldn't be so stubborn about.



    



    Choi Hong-seo's eyebrows twitched for a moment as he brought the coffee cup to his lips.



    



    Hmm? But was I that dissatisfied with that?



    



    You couldn't even have a proper conversation with this person during the company dinner?



    



    “Don’t touch the sweets.”



    



    Before he could even think of an answer to his own question, his voice cut in. He looked down at the various desserts beautifully arranged on the table with a regretful expression.



    



    “I thought you liked this kind of thing.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “Ah… I did some research.”



    



    “Me?”



    



    “I want to score points with Mr. Hongseo. For information gathering purposes.”



    



    Come to think of it, since I knew the location of the accommodation, I thought that the information that he liked snacks was a big deal. I just couldn't understand why someone like Lee Hae-seong would do some research on himself in advance, or why he wanted to get points. It was something he could have if he just said he wanted it.



    



    “Well, anyway, I prepared it because I knew you’d like it.”



    



    “I like it. I like it, but… I can’t eat as much as I want because I’ll gain weight. I only eat it as a reward when I’ve done something good.”



    



    He looked at Choi Hong-seo's arm, exposed under his short sleeves, and made a face that showed he didn't understand.



    



    “Then isn’t today okay? The casting has been confirmed.”



    



    “I have a constitution that puts on weight when I eat…”



    



    Hae-seong's gaze once again looked down at Choi Hong-seo's wrist. There was a hint of regret in his gaze as he stared at the wrist wrapped around the coffee cup.



    



    “You’re so skinny. Shouldn’t you gain some weight instead?”



    



    He just looked at Choi Hong-seo’s skinny wrist and didn’t touch it. He knew that if he stretched out his long arm, he could touch it, and that even if he did, she wouldn’t be able to resist. But he just looked.



    



    It was completely different from the star of last week's party, who had grabbed my wrist and rubbed the inside of it without permission.



    



    As if he was looking at a stricken puppy, his gaze was filled with compassion, so Choi Hong-seo picked up a macaron and bit into it halfway. The outer pastry part was crispy, and the inner filling was chewy and soft, which was a delightful texture. Only after he put the remaining half in his mouth did his expression improve significantly.



    



    Even though he liked sweets and bakeries, he was not the type to go for such luxury items. The snacks, bread, and ready-made cookies sold at convenience stores were enough for him. He occasionally had the opportunity to eat sweets from high-end bakeries as gifts from fans, but his palate was not delicate enough to tell the difference. The macarons were so delicious that even Choi Hong-seo was surprised and his eyes widened.



    



    “It’s really delicious. Vice President, please try it too.”



    



    “Is that so?”



    



    He chose a macaron whose color looked like green tea flavor, took a bite as if he was tasting it, and put the rest on his plate.



    



    “I didn’t know you’d come to dinner today.”



    



    "is it so?"



    



    “It wasn’t just me who thought that, everyone seemed surprised.”



    



    “If I go there, I can see Hongseo. Then I should go.”



    



    Then why didn't you contact me for a week?



    



    If he just contacted him, President Myung would put Choi Hong-seo in front of him, taking priority over any other schedule. VIPs didn't have to adjust their schedules to Choi Hong-seo. There had never been anyone like that before.



    



    Are you kidding? Are you kidding?



    



    “I heard you went to see Mr. Hongseo. Was that a problem?”



    



    “No. That can’t be.”



    



    “Then, were you happy?”



    



    “… … ”



    



    When I couldn't answer right away, he smiled a little bitterly, as if he had known I would.



    



    “Is it difficult for you to answer my question honestly?”

  
    Dealing with other VIPs was much easier than this. I couldn't act cute or flirty, but I could at least try to get along with them and have a nice conversation. But last time, and even now, when I was with Lee Hae-seong, there were many times when I was speechless.



    



    Most of the questions he asked were things I had never heard before, so I couldn't think of an answer right away. In addition, most of the topics he brought up were not about himself, but about Choi Hong-seo. There was no such VIP.



    



    Rather than being difficult, he was unique.



    



    “No matter what you say, I will never get angry or put you at a disadvantage, so just answer honestly.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “Will you do that for me?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded, and he smiled as if praising her for a job well done.



    



    At this moment, he wasn't scary. His words that he wouldn't get angry or cause me any harm sounded sincere.



    



    He took a sip of his coffee, put the cup down, and looked at me with a slightly solemn gaze.



    



    “Last time, right? I said I would take good care of the movie.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “The investment in the movie has already been decided, and no matter what Hongseo says, I will not change my mind. So, there is no longer any suspicion that I am trying to win Hongseo’s heart by holding the movie hostage. Right?”



    



    "ah…"



    



    “I think there was a misunderstanding last time, so I’ll make my position clear in words.”



    



    He took a deep breath, his lips pursed. The base of his neck was visible through the collar of his shirt, which was two buttons undone and without a tie, and as he swallowed, the inside of his collarbone sunk deeper.



    



    Choi Hong-seo also became nervous. He put the half-eaten second macaron he was holding in his hand down on the plate.



    



    “Does Mr. Hongseo’s love interest include men?”



    



    "…yes?"



    



    It wasn't that I asked because I couldn't hear, it was a reflex reaction that came out of surprise.



    



    all.



    



    “If a man is not a romantic interest…”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “I want to start off prepared for the difficulties.”



    



    Even in his stiff state, he did not avoid eye contact. Rather, it was Choi Hong-seo who had difficulty maintaining eye contact and was wandering around. Just like last time.



    



    Did I hear that correctly?



    



    Love interest.



    



    There were some VIPs who paid money to the famous president and described the entertainment they received as ‘love.’ What embarrassed Choi Hong-seo was what Lee Hae-seong added afterward.



    



    If men are not a romantic interest for Choi Hong-seo, he wants to start with the intention of facing difficulties.



    



    That meant that she would try to be chosen as Choi Hong-seo's love interest. It also meant that the choice was in Choi Hong-seo's hands.



    



    It was an unnecessary condition for a meeting that involved money or other consideration.



    



    “Isn’t it burdensome when older and bigger people keep telling me they like me?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who was looking down at the half-empty macaron, raised his head. Is this… a problem of age or physique?



    



    ARA is the electronic understanding, and I am… just Choi Hong-seo of ‘Layered’?



    



    “It’s going to be more burdensome because it’s hard to say that it’s burdensome even if it’s burdensome.”



    



    He nodded, looking down at the table, as if he understood more than enough. Then he looked at Choi Hong-seo again with eyes that were soft but filled with confidence.



    



    “Can you meet me just five times?”



    



    As soon as I mentioned the specific numbers, the situation suddenly became real. It was definitely cool inside, perfect for a hot cup of coffee, but now I felt sweat running down my back.



    



    Hae-seong took out a small rectangular piece of paper from a thin case that was lying on one side of the table.



    



    “Here’s my personal business card. It’s a business card with my personal contact information on it.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “If after meeting you five times I still can’t impress you, Hongseo… Just send this back to me by courier. You don’t have to say any difficult words of rejection.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been staring blankly at the business card, slowly extended his hand. The paper that touched his fingertips felt slightly thick and smooth.



    



    “Are you telling me to return it?”



    



    He laughed heartily at Choi Hong-seo's question and nodded.



    



    “That’s right, return it.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “If you send it back, I will consider that as Hongseo’s answer and step down. Of course, it will have no effect on the movie investment.”



    



    Is it true? Is it sincere? Are you just going through all the trouble to toy with me?



    



    That actually felt like it made more sense.



    



    The famous CEO called this person 'VVVVVIP'. He didn't have five stars, but five V's. It meant that he was a bigger shot than anyone he had ever dealt with. A person like that could treat him better than anyone he had ever dealt with.



    



    Is it possible for a lion or an eagle to treat a grasshopper or a frog with respect? Isn't that something that only happens in fairy tales?



    



    “Instead, for the five times we meet, please open your heart and treat me with respect. Without prejudice. Without being defensive.”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “Can you promise me?”



    



    He nodded carefully, slowly.



    



    He held out his palm, as if to say, if you really believe in him, if you promise, show me the proof.



    



    Choi Hong-seo's palm overlapped on top of the large, long, cool palm.



    



    Lee Hae-seong looked down at it, lowered his head, and smiled. It seemed like he was trying to hide the fact that he was smiling, but his broad shoulders were shaking.



    



    When I tried to pull my hand away, embarrassed and ashamed, he held my hand tightly so that it wouldn't go away. They didn't just place their palms on each other, but held each other's hands tightly. It was their first contact.



    



    I could tell his hands were warm, slightly clammy, and tense.



    



    He relaxed and placed Choi Hong-seo's hand on the table, then patted the back of his hand as if to put him to sleep.



    



    After a slight cough, he said:



    



    “Last time, Mr. Hongseo told me to contact the company. So I contacted the company today.”



    



    “Ah… yes.”



    



    “But if it’s not inconvenient for you, Hongseo, can I contact you directly and meet you next time?”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “It was a private meeting, but since it had to go through the company, it felt awkward… and embarrassing.”



    



    The reason I told him to contact the company was because I thought he wanted to 'entertain' her. However, I think he probably took it as meaning that idols need the company's permission to date.



    



    Choi Hong-seo looked down at his long fingers tapping on his own hand and answered as if in a trance.



    



    "yes."



    



    “… … ”



    



    “From now on, you can contact me instead of the company.”



    



    He smiled gently, as if he was relieved.



    



    "yes."



    



    In Director Kang's reception room, he, who had seemed like a character in an inorganic painting, was now recognized by Choi Hong-seo as a person with warmth and expression.



    



    A man who had the entire city as a backdrop over his shoulder. Such a man was cautious even when holding Choi Hong-seo's hand, so he was only tapping his fingers. Then, he held the tip of his finger and asked cautiously.



    



    “So now I’m at least a candidate for a boyfriend?”



    



    “… … ”



    



    “I have to make sure it doesn’t get returned.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo thought as he looked at the mischievous smile on that perfect face.



    



    Maybe this person is not unusual, but special.



    



    @



    



    Summer in mid-July.



    



    In the studio, the fall fashion shoot for the September issue of the magazine was in full swing.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, wearing a warm-colored knit and wide-legged wool pants, was posing using a chair as a photo prop. It was already her fifth outfit today.



    



    Even though I was wearing fall clothes in the middle of summer, it wasn't too difficult because the filming was indoors and the air conditioning was on. Compared to outdoor filming where I had to sweat and touch up my makeup every five minutes, this was a luxury.



    



    “UB CEO has prepared some snacks for you! I’ll just take a short break and go.”



    



    The photographer put down his camera at the words of the editor in charge of today's shoot.



    



    “Hongseo, let’s rest a bit before the next costume.”



    



    “Thank you for your hard work, sir.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been posing while sitting loosely on a chair, also got up from his seat and bowed.



    



    I saw President Myung, who had been talking to the editor from behind, approach the photographer right away. It was President Myung's specialty to figure out who to greet first and who to look best at.



    



    “Director, it’s been a while. How is our Hongseo? Is he following along well?”



    



    “What can I say? Hongseo, you are now a pictorial master. As you act, your expressions become richer, and you always study various poses, so I can’t tell you how comfortable it is to work with you. Is it because the UB president used to be a model?”



    



    “Oh, really… Thank you for saying that. I know you might think I’m being unreliable, but it’s rare to find someone in this industry who works as hard as Hongseo.”

  
    To the agency CEO, the contracted celebrities were, in simpler terms, just a means of making money—a product. No one would belittle their own product in front of potential clients. Yet, whenever CEO Myung would speak highly of her, Choi Hongseo found it hard to keep a neutral expression.



    



    “Facts are facts, right? Have I only known Hongseo for a year or two? Look at this editor here, the head makeup and hair stylists, the lead stylist... Everyone here has known Hongseo since her debut. We all feel so proud of how well she’s doing these days. CEO, you must be enjoying life with all your years of support paying off.”



    



    “It’s all thanks to the heads here. By the way... Fans have been eagerly expecting a sexy look from Hongseo lately, so if you could sneak in a cut or two with that vibe, Director...”



    



    “Oh, sure. I know exactly what the fans mean when they say ‘Sexy Hongseo.’”



    



    As the photographer nodded and gave the okay sign, CEO Myung raised her thumb enthusiastically toward her, putting on a show.



    



    “As expected, our director! You really know what’s up. Are you feeling a bit peckish? I brought some snacks, so enjoy them and let’s keep up the great work for the rest of the shoot, Director.”



    



    “Yes, thank you. I will enjoy them, CEO.”



    



    After wrapping up her pitch with the photographer, CEO Myung approached Choi Hongseo, who was sitting in the makeup waiting area.



    



    “Drink water, not coffee—water. You’ll get dehydrated and look bad.”



    



    “I’m just trying to stay awake; I’m feeling a bit tired.”



    



    “Oh, look at you, top star, feeling tired? Remember how, just a year ago, you were jealous of those exhausted from busy schedules.”



    



    His tone was noticeably different from how he spoke to the managers.



    



    “It’s not that I’m complaining about being busy; I’m just tired.”



    



    “What do you have to be tired about? You’re moving into UN Village after your Vietnam schedule. If I were you, I’d be full without eating and lively without sleeping. You’re going to be living in a better house than me now, kid.”



    



    “Oh my, CEO, is Hongseo moving to UN Village?”



    



    The lead stylist, who had been passing by, lit up at the mention of UN Village and approached. It was obvious that CEO Myung wanted to brag, but he feigned modesty, scratching the back of his head awkwardly.



    



    “Ah... haha... yes, the ‘Layered’ team is relocating this time.”



    



    “Congratulations, Hongseo! Why didn’t you say anything about such great news?”



    



    “Hongseo’s not the type to go around boasting or bragging... haha...”



    



    Before Choi Hongseo could respond, CEO Myung patted her on the shoulder and stepped in on her behalf. He added, kneading her shoulder with an apologetic look and voice.



    



    “She joined this small company and went through a lot for a few years, and only now we’re finally able to move them to a better place.”



    



    “You’ve also had your fair share of hardships supporting them, CEO. UN Village is top-tier for an idol residence. It’s on par with Gangnam or Seongsu-dong, isn’t it? Does it have a view of the Han River?”



    



    “Well, yes... it was a bit of a stretch, but if it’s UN Village, it has to have a Han River view, right? Haha.”



    



    Trying to get out from under CEO Myung’s hand, Choi Hongseo bent down as if to reach for her coffee on the shelf. She hated how he made it sound like a sacrifice for “Layered” when the rent was simply deducted from their earnings.



    



    “Hongseo, I’m so envious! You’re finally seeing the light! The number of people I know who say they’re your fans has really increased. I can feel it.”



    



    The stylist, who was delighted and proud as if it were happening to her own sibling, patted Hongseo on the shoulder.



    



    “It’s thanks to all the support from you heads. You called me often even when I was unknown.”



    



    “We called you because you did well and were lovable. You should have made it big sooner.”



    



    Once the stylist left, CEO Myung nudged Hongseo’s arm with his elbow.



    



    “See how people react when they hear about UN Village? This is why being successful matters, why making money is important. Where you live, what you drive, what you wear... and who you associate with, that’s your value.”



    



    It was CEO Myung’s idea in the first place to move into UN Village. Though Hongseo wasn’t keen on it, knowing it would just mean less in their settlement amount, CEO Myung persuaded the group, saying that they needed to look the part now that they were gaining fame. It didn’t take much for the members to agree once they saw photos of the spacious and luxurious potential residences, incomparable to their current place.



    



    Only Choi Hongseo saw the rent of a high-end villa in a wealthy neighborhood as a new debt.



    



    “By the way, don’t forget to thank the vice president.”



    



    “……”



    



    “Don’t just say thanks; pick up something at the duty-free when you return from Vietnam. The vice president may not need anything, but showing that kind of effort makes you more likable.”



    



    “What... do you mean thank him?”



    



    “For the new residence, kid. The vice president rented it to you at a very good price.”



    



    This was news to her. The coffee cup in her hand crumpled slightly.



    



    “Without that, do you think a place like that would be possible on your current income? You’ve only just barely paid back the initial investment. Are you not thinking this through?”



    



    “Did you ask the vice president for a favor? About the residence?”



    



    Her voice grew agitated.



    



    “He offered it himself after we talked about the move and I seemed worried about finding a suitable place. What do you mean asking for a favor? Watch your mouth.”



    



    “Why were you even discussing the residence with the vice president?”



    



    To keep her voice from rising, Hongseo clenched her teeth. She wanted to mess her hair or rub her face out of frustration, but the photoshoot prevented her. All she could do was scratch her lower lip nervously.



    



    With eyes as sharp as a snake, CEO Myung scanned their surroundings and pressed down on her shoulder with force. He spoke in a low, controlled voice so no one else could hear.



    



    “The vice president has a special interest in you, very kindly. He’s concerned about where you’re living, whether you’re uncomfortable, and whether there’s anything you need help with. You should be grateful, kid. He asks me instead of you, thinking you might refuse if he asks directly. Am I supposed to lie to him?”



    



    “……”



    



    “Do you think I’m the one moving in there, or is it you?”



    



    The new apartment with a view of the Han River was a rental that could easily cost from several million to over ten million won per month. CEO Myung had boasted as if it were his own accomplishment, saying that he had rented such a luxurious villa through a connection at a good price. Who would have thought that connection was actually Lee Haeseong?



    



    If the new residence was owned by Lee Haeseong, the aftermath was clear. While providing it at a price below market value, he could still report to UB that they paid the full price. Even if “Layered” members were the ones living there, it was ultimately beneficial for CEO Myung as well.



    



    “It means the vice president really thinks highly of you. Who knows? If you step up your game here, that house might end up being yours in name.”



    



    “Judging by the atmosphere, it doesn’t seem like he just wants a one-time fling with you. This isn’t just about playing the escort temporarily; this could be a chance to become Lee Haeseong’s real partner. Do you think you’ll get an opportunity like this again in your life?”



    



    The “partner” CEO Myung mentioned was entirely different from the “boyfriend candidate” that Lee Haeseong had hinted at. It meant being a personal and consistent companion for a VIP.



    



    The idea of Myung equating Lee Haeseong to those other men disgusted her.



    



    But she disliked even more the thought of explaining what had happened between her and Lee Haeseong to CEO Myung.



    



    Myung came up behind Choi Hongseo and kneaded her shoulder in a familiar manner.



    



    “Hongseo, I’m not asking for much. Just consider the merit of supporting you for the past seven years and aim for… just 5 billion won.”



    



    Choi Hongseo tried to shake off his hand by shrugging her shoulder forcefully, but in the mirror, CEO Myung just smirked mockingly. Like a trap preventing her from escaping the pit of filth, his grip tightened on the end of her shoulder again.



    



    “Whether you earn it through ‘Layered,’ or by ‘entertaining’ clients… or whether the vice president sponsors you… you just need to come up with 5 billion and walk away.”



    



    “……”



    



    “Imagine yourself on the vice president’s lap. Would someone like me even dare to meet your eyes? By then, our shared memories will be buried with that 5 billion, and we’ll go our separate ways, right?”



    



    In the mirror, CEO Myung tapped Hongseo’s cheek playfully while grinning.



    



    “Anyway, you’re still pretty and fresh, so you have the chance to catch a big fish like the vice president. People like me can’t even dream of that kind of social climb, right? I laid out this opportunity for you. If it weren’t for me, you’d still just be a host bar player.”



    



    It seemed as though the part where he had dragged her into that host bar in the first place had been completely erased from Myung Do-hoon’s memory.



    



    It was pointless to resist. Not that she hadn’t tried before.



    



    “I’m only envious of your luck, so why are you always complaining?”



    



    Clicking his tongue in a tone of disdain, Myung shook his head and walked off toward the table where people were enjoying snacks.



    



    Hongseo slammed her coffee cup down on the shelf and dug at her lips with her fingers.



    



    The 5 billion that CEO Myung talked about wasn’t revenue the company earned. It was separate from that; it was the amount Hongseo had to personally pay back to Myung Do-hoon—a sort of “debt-settling cost.”



    



    When she started working at the host bar, Myung would easily lend her large sums whenever she needed money urgently. It was no different from loan sharking. No, it was worse than loan sharking. Even while sacrificing her body to pay back the debt, the original amount and interest kept snowballing beyond what she could handle.



    



    He had coaxed her into signing a new contract, promising that she could pay it off quickly once she became a celebrity and earned big money. But becoming an entertainer only marked the beginning of new debts all over again.

  
    Rent for the apartment, living expenses, lessons in dance, vocals, acting, clothing, hair, and even car fuel—every single item piled up as new debts under Choi Hongseo’s name under the guise of investment costs.



    



    There was no way to verify if each item was true. On top of that, the interest on the debts accumulated up to that point continued to grow steadily.



    



    Even when she was taken to entertain clients, CEO Myung would take 50% as a service fee, and the remaining 50% would be deducted from the interest she owed. Choi Hongseo never even got to touch that money.



    



    "Expose everything. Let’s just go down together. Haven't you played the role of a pimp too?" She had once raged in a half-crazed state.



    



    But Choi Hongseo knew deep down that even if she revealed the truth, people would only focus on her past, which had become public knowledge as she gained fame as an entertainer.



    



    She had endured with clenched teeth, thinking only of the day she would become untouchable enough to leave UB behind.



    



    There was even a senior actor who managed to break free from Myung Do-hoon's grasp this way, which gave her hope that she couldn't let go of. That senior had probably paid tens of billions in total to break free. Still, if one became a true top star, such a sum was attainable.



    



    She still didn’t fully trust Vice President Lee Haeseong.



    



    Yet, despite not completely trusting him, she couldn’t help but feel angry when Myung treated Lee like the other predatory VIPs, behaving like a host club madam eager to squeeze every penny out of a client.



    



    If the things Lee Haeseong had done and said were sincere, then he must have helped her out of genuine concern, not as a sponsor.



    



    Choi Hongseo sought out her manager and took her phone. Finding a quiet spot, she opened the messenger app and navigated to her chat with Lee Haeseong, saved under the nickname “Carrot Seller.”



    



    “Are you saying I should return it?”



    



    “That’s right, return it.”



    



    The nickname was a result of careful thought, chosen for safety reasons so she wouldn’t store his real name or title. He still didn’t know about this name.



    



    Carrot Seller: Good morning



    



    Carrot Seller: Maybe you’re still sleeping?



    



    Carrot Seller: What’s your schedule today?



    



    Carrot Seller: I have a lunch meeting and will be at the office in Yeoksam-dong in the afternoon. I think I’ll be able to leave work early. (10:25 AM)



    



    Exchanging messages with him had become a routine part of her day. Sometimes there would be hours-long gaps during meetings or important work, but he reached out more often than expected. Especially when waking up or before going to bed, he would check in. “I’m up now, did you sleep well?” or “I’m going to sleep now, have a good dream.” They would also share mundane details about their daily schedules.



    



    Even though he was supposed to be a boyfriend candidate, he played the role more than halfway. It felt as if he were demonstrating how he’d act if she chose him as her boyfriend.



    



    If this was his true personality, he must have been a caring boyfriend to someone.



    



    Me: Did you sleep well? I’m on my way to the shop now after leaving the dorm.



    



    Me: I have two interviews with the members today, and then I have a solo photoshoot afterward. (10:57 AM)



    



    Carrot Seller: You’re busy today too. Can I look forward to the photoshoot? (11:35 AM)



    



    Me: What do you mean by look forward to it…? (11:47 AM)



    



    Carrot Seller: I hope you send me a picture.



    



    Carrot Seller: It would be a big comfort for a lonely guy without plans on a Friday.



    



    Carrot Seller: Oh, I need to go into my lunch meeting now.



    



    Carrot Seller: Make sure to have lunch and do well in your interviews^^ (11:58 AM)



    



    Me: Enjoy your lunch and have a great meeting too, Vice President. (12:05 PM)



    



    Me: 



    



    Me: Here’s a picture that a reporter took during the interview.



    



    Me: It’s a casual outfit, but the stylist noona picked everything out for me, haha. (3:02 PM)



    



    Me: We’re heading to dinner after finishing the first interview and before the photoshoot.



    



    Me: Are you still in your meeting? (4:34 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: The conversation took an unexpected turn during lunch, so now I’m heading to Pyeongtaek.



    



    Carrot Seller: I couldn’t refuse because I’m the youngest there.



    



    Carrot Seller: It was nerve-wracking to be with only seniors.



    



    Carrot Seller: But when I came back to Seoul, I saw Hongseo’s photos and messages waiting for me.



    



    Carrot Seller: It made me feel good.



    



    Carrot Seller: You even sent the interview photo without me asking.



    



    Carrot Seller: Hongseo in idol mode is just so...



    



    Carrot Seller: I’m a fan, haha. (4:42 PM)



    



    Me: Have you already been to Pyeongtaek? You didn’t skip lunch, did you? (4:45 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: By helicopter.  (4:46 PM)



    



    Me: You have a helicopter?? (4:46 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: Unfortunately, it’s owned by the company.



    



    Carrot Seller: I feel bad disappointing Hongseo after she showed such warm interest.



    



    Carrot Seller: Should I buy a helicopter?  (4:49 PM)



    



    Me: I only asked out of curiosity.



    



    Me: You don’t need to buy one.



    



    Me: But do you also have people you find difficult to deal with, Vice President? (5:50 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: I think I know what kind of person you imagine me to be. Haha.



    



    Carrot Seller: They’ve been with Ara since my father’s days.



    



    Carrot Seller: Of course, even I find the seniors challenging.



    



    Carrot Seller: You said you were going for dinner.



    



    Carrot Seller: I understand you want to keep talking to me, but



    



    Carrot Seller: Put down your phone and focus on your meal, okay? (6:01 PM)



    



    Me: 



    



    Me: First outfit of the photoshoot.



    



    Me: I asked my manager hyung to take it. (7:47 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: You look amazing. I’m jealous of everyone there.



    



    Carrot Seller: I happen to have a lot of free time today too. (7:50 PM)



    



    Me: Are you sure you really think I look amazing? I don’t like lies... (7:51 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: Sorry. I lied. The truth is, I’m smirking by myself because you’re too cute. Haha.



    



    Carrot Seller: Wearing a hoodie and having freckle makeup—



    



    Carrot Seller: How could you not be cute?



    



    Carrot Seller: It’s not my fault. (7:55 PM)



    



    Me: It’s only fair that you send me a picture too, Vice President. (7:55 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: You need a picture of me? (7:56 PM)



    



    Me: Not because I need it… (7:56 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: I’ll look for a photo worth sending. (7:57 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: 



    



    Carrot Seller: This was taken for a press release by the PR team. Is it okay? (8:12 PM)



    



    Me: Oh, not this kind of photo... (8:13 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: If you mean a selfie, I’ve never taken one before…



    



    Carrot Seller: But if Hongseo really wants to see it,



    



    Carrot Seller: This old man will try his best. (8:17 PM)



    



    That was the last of the casual conversation they exchanged that day.



    



    Over messages, he was playful and used surprisingly down-to-earth language, making him feel much more approachable. Hongseo had expected him to be rigid and formal, using textbook-like language, but that was just a stereotype about wealthy heirs. Because of this, Hongseo gradually started to perceive him not as the mascot of ARA Electronics but as a real man.



    



    Perhaps because they couldn't see each other's faces, Hongseo also felt much more at ease communicating through text. He could joke back, and even send photos without being asked.



    



    Before, he would always go to sleep stressed after reading comments or browsing social media, but nowadays, he often found himself giggling over the messages they exchanged throughout the day as he drifted off.



    



    Was this what being in a relationship felt like?



    



    Or, if he really started dating him, would it feel like this?



    



    He couldn't help but think about it sometimes. Entertaining such fanciful thoughts was as unrealistic as a toad dreaming about dating a prince...



    



    “Hongseo, let's get changed for the next outfit.”



    



    “Oh, yes! I’m coming now!”



    



    After hesitating over whether to say it or not, he quickly typed it out and hit send.



    



    Me: Would it be possible to see you for a moment today?



    



    Me: I think my photoshoot will end around 11 PM.



    



    Me: If you don’t mind meeting at that time, I’d like to see you.



    



    Me: I’ll check for your reply during my break. (9:02 PM)

  
    Carrot Seller: Meeting up is something I'm totally open to.



    



    Carrot Seller: As long as you're not too tired, Hong-seo.



    



    Carrot Seller: I'm just relaxing at home right now, so it's no big deal.



    



    Carrot Seller: It's the first time you've suggested meeting up, so…



    



    Carrot Seller: No matter what time it is, I’d be up for it.(9:10 PM)



    



    Me: I'm good with that too. I don't usually finish that late, even by 11.



    



    Me: Where would be good to meet? (10:02 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: Hong-seo, would you like to come over to my place? (10:03 PM)



    



    Me: To your house? (10:04 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: I'm at my place in Seocho-dong right now, which isn’t far from the studio where you’re filming.



    



    Carrot Seller: I think it’d be more comfortable to chat here at home. (10:07 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: I actually have an early flight for a business trip tomorrow.



    



    Carrot Seller: It's a bit awkward since I said I’d meet no matter what time, but… Carrot Seller: It feels a bit daunting to head out this late. (10:19 PM)



    



    Me: Then it's fine if we meet another time.



    



    Me: I figured it might be too late and inconvenient. (10:20 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: Ah, foiled my plan.  (10:21 PM)



    



    Me: What plan? (10:21 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: I was trying to get you over to my place, so I tried a little trick there.



    



    Carrot Seller: But it didn’t work. (10:23 PM)



    



    Me: Oh… (10:23 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: Is it uncomfortable for you to come to my place?



    



    Carrot Seller: You know you can be honest with me, right? (10:25 PM)



    



    Me: It's not uncomfortable. I'm a little nervous, though…



    



    Me: But I'll come over, then. (10:26 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: I’ll be looking forward to it.



    



    Carrot Seller: A home date.  (10:27 PM)



    



    Me: I just finished filming and got in the car.



    



    Me: I’ll head over right away. (11:12 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: It says it’ll take about 23 minutes. Take your time. (11:14 PM)



    



    As soon as filming ended, Choi Hong-seo quickly washed up and got into the car, immediately reaching for her phone.



    



    After letting him know she was on her way, Lee Hae-seong’s reply came almost instantly, as if he’d been waiting. His message telling her to take her time weighed on her heart. She sighed deeply, looking out the darkened back seat window.



    



    It was the first time Hong-seo had been the one to suggest meeting up. It was clear Hae-seong was looking forward to it, but if he found out the reason she suggested tonight, he might be disappointed. Her heart felt heavy.



    



    “So… why are you going to Seocho-dong?”



    



    The manager, who was holding the steering wheel, asked carefully in a subtle tone.



    



    The glances he’d been sneaking toward the back seat through the rearview mirror hadn’t seemed casual for a while now.



    



    He was an older, more experienced manager than Choi Hong-seo—not a road manager who handled driving or errands. But he knew UB's circumstances well and was loyal to the company, so President Myung often assigned him to Hong-seo’s personal schedule.



    



    “They said the kids are gathering there.”



    



    “Which kids?”



    



    “Just… other friends from different groups that you know, too. Woo Jong-hyun and Go Ji-woon… Don’t worry, I can find my way back to the dorm myself.”



    



    “Something’s up with you lately. Didn’t you ask me to drop you off at a hotel the other day? Who among those kids lives in such a fancy villa? I know them all well enough to tell.”



    



    “Oh, one of the rich friends they’re hanging out with these days.”



    



    The manager was referring to the time Hong-seo had met with Lee Haesung. After receiving his business card at the P Hotel, they’d met once more at another hotel, and it had been the same manager who had driven him then.



    



    So, of the five meetings Lee Haesung had suggested, one had already been used up, and this would be the second.



    



    “You’re not… dating someone, are you?”



    



    “…What?”



    



    “You’re always on your phone whenever you get a chance these days.”



    



    “When am I not?”



    



    “You don’t look like you’re reading comments, though. When you’re checking comments, you always tense your brow and pick at your lips, but lately, you’ve been smiling at your phone. Trying not to, even.”



    



    “Smiling?”



    



    “Yeah, like you want to laugh but are forcing yourself to hold it in.”



    



    It shocked Choi Hong-seo to realize he’d been noticed that way. While he did sometimes chuckle alone, looking at his messenger app in bed, he thought he’d been better at hiding it in public.



    



    “I don’t worry about you causing trouble like the others might, but if you’re dating during such a critical time, it does make me concerned.”



    



    “Hyung.”



    



    “Yeah?”



    



    “It’s not like that. The last hotel visit, today’s trip to Seocho—President Myung knows all about it. Just… broadening my network.”



    



    “Really…? President Myung’s aware? Well, if that’s the case, then all right.”



    



    Finally, the manager nodded as if convinced and focused back on driving.



    



    Oddly, the thought that his recent behavior might seem like he was dating someone made his heart flutter a little.



    



    He still didn’t fully trust Lee Haesung, though.



    



    He wasn’t naive enough to dream that he and ARA’s Lee Haesung could have a real romantic relationship, that they could be more than a sponsorship.



    



    Yet, there was a sweet, stirring feeling in his chest. Sweetness… He knew better than anyone he wasn’t in a position to enjoy something like that.



    



    He tightened his grip on his phone.



    



    Lee Haesung’s villa was located in a serene spot, nestled between Seocho and Bangbae, with a park providing a peaceful backdrop. Despite being close to the road, it felt secluded, as if wrapped by the surrounding mountains.



    



    After getting out of the car in the underground parking lot, Hong-seo dismissed the manager and notified Haesung through the gate screen in front of the elevator hall, which connected directly to Haesung's residence. Each unit had its own elevator hall, making it feel like part of the entryway.



    



    After a short wait, Haesung appeared in the elevator beyond the transparent wall, his face lighting up as soon as he saw Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “Welcome.”



    



    With his crossbody bag strap in hand, Hong-seo bowed slightly.



    



    “Hello.”



    



    “Did the shoot go well?”



    



    “Yes, thanks to you…”



    



    “What did I do? You did a great job yourself.”



    



    Haesung gave him a playful smile as he lightly placed a hand on Hong-seo’s back, gently guiding him toward the elevator, briefly ruffling his hair with a teasing touch.



    



    “Thank you for inviting me.”



    



    “I should be the one thanking you for coming all this way.”



    



    Inside the elevator, Hong-seo bowed again, and Haesung playfully returned the gesture. He looked in a particularly good mood.



    



    “This is my first time visiting your home, and I didn’t bring anything. I’m sorry.”



    



    “It’s late; everything’s closed by now. Don’t worry about things like that.”



    



    Haesung gently placed a hand on his shoulder and leaned forward slightly, adding,



    



    “Between us.”



    



    As soon as he said it, he chuckled, as if embarrassed by his own words. He was more physically affectionate than usual tonight.



    



    “Having you come to my home like this—it’s got me really excited. Please bear with me.”



    



    As the elevator doors opened and he followed him into the entrance, a spacious hall-like area immediately unfolded. The layout was unlike typical homes. The space, set with two sofa sets and a table for tea or small meetings, was arranged like the living room of a hotel suite.



    



    “This is the reception room. It’s where we host guests from outside, so if they’re not very close, we just, you know, have some tea here or something.”



    



    Haesung shrugged as if to say, "Since it’s just us."



    



    The idea of a dedicated reception room, where guests could be hosted without being invited into the main part of the home, was fascinating to Choi Hong-seo. Though he’d dealt with various VIPs, he’d never seen one bring someone into their home if they considered them a passing amusement. It was his first time seeing the inside of a VIP’s home.



    



    “Come this way.”



    



    He followed Haesung through the door on the right side of the reception room, which led to the actual entrance. Even this was on a scale unlike any typical entrance Hong-seo had imagined.



    



    Passing through a small hall with several rooms on either side and down a corridor, they finally arrived at the living room. A simple tea set for the two of them was prepared on the coffee table in front of the sofa.



    



    After they sat down together on the plush sofa and each took a sip of tea, Haesung finally seemed to take in Hong-seo’s outfit with newfound interest.



    



    “I’ve never seen you dressed like this before; you look even younger than usual.”



    



    “Oh, well… I didn’t expect to see you, so I just came out dressed comfortably…”



    



    Suddenly self-conscious about his casual look, Hong-seo felt a bit embarrassed.



    



    Having completely removed his heavy makeup from the photo shoot, he was in an oversized T-shirt, baggy jeans, and a hoodie—not at all the look for meeting a VIP. He could already imagine President Myung having a fit if he found out and lowered his head.



    



    “You look cute, why not? It’s better than dressing up unnecessarily to meet me. It’s not like you’re meeting your boss or something.”

  
    "Isn’t it cute? Why bother dressing up just to meet me? It’s not like you’re meeting your boss."



    



    "……"



    



    "Though, I do feel a little prick here," Haesung said, pointing to his left chest and momentarily scrunching his face, "when I think about how much of an age gap we actually have."



    



    Setting his teacup down, Haesung turned his body slightly more toward Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "Aren’t you hungry?"



    



    "I had a snack during break, so I’m fine."



    



    Though Hong-seo hadn’t said anything particularly amusing, Haesung rested his chin on his hands, elbows propped on his knees, and kept smiling.



    



    "…Why are you smiling?"



    



    "It’s just surreal to have you here at my place."



    



    "Honestly, it’s even stranger for me to be here at the vice president’s house."



    



    Although he’d always thought Haesung was quite expressive with his emotions—quite different from the poker face he showed in the news or his initial impression—today, he was even more so. Haesung kept smiling at him, and it made Hong-seo unsure how to react. He seemed to be the only one feeling awkward in the situation; it felt like he was the one who needed to break the ice.



    



    "What were you doing?"



    



    "I got off work early, so I was spending some time on my hobbies."



    



    "……"



    



    "That’s surprising. You look curious."



    



    Hearing Haesung’s teasing words, as if his interest was unexpected, made Hong-seo inadvertently pout. Laughing, Haesung lightly tapped his cheek.



    



    "Want to see what I was doing?"



    



    Hong-seo didn’t have the guts to bring up the new housing situation right then. This was a convenient distraction, so he nodded.



    



    Haesung led him to a room tucked deep on the upper floor. It was a small room, but it maintained a comfortable temperature and humidity despite having no windows.



    



    Inside, glass display cases filled to the ceiling held an array of carefully arranged cameras, each one meticulously displayed.



    



    "This is my hobby."



    



    From the setup—a single lounge chair with a couple of cameras, a detached battery, an air blower, and some brushes on the table—it looked like he’d been here not long ago.



    



    "With cameras I don’t use often, I do a regular check to make sure they’re still in good working condition. I was passing the time here alone while waiting for you."



    



    "I didn’t know you were into cameras as well as movies."



    



    "That’s because it’s not on Wikipedia."



    



    There were so many display cases along the walls that, in the center of the room, there was also a low showcase filled with cameras, displayed like museum artifacts. As Hong-seo admired one of the cameras in the transparent case, he looked up at Haesung.



    



    Haesung picked up one of the cameras from the table and said, "It’s somewhat known that I like movies and have even invested in a few films by new directors. But no one knows that I collect cameras."



    



    "……"



    



    The "no one knows" part made Hong-seo pause. Haesung couldn’t have missed his reaction.



    



    "You're wondering why I’d tell you such a secret, aren’t you? That’s exactly the expression you’re making."



    



    It wasn’t just excitement he felt from being entrusted with this secret. The fact that he was the only one who knew about Vice President Lee Haesung’s private hobby—no matter how trivial—felt like a heavy responsibility to Choi Hongseo.



    



    From a little distance away, Haesung met his eyes with a gentle yet earnest gaze.



    



    "I’m working hard not to get returned, you know."



    



    "………"



    



    "I’m trying to show you how serious I am about this relationship by sharing a secret with you."



    



    "……"



    



    "I’ve learned from experience that unless I go this far, my sincerity doesn’t come through clearly."



    



    At the end, there was a slight hint of bitterness in his expression.



    



    Even if he wanted to deny it, Hongseo could understand what he meant. Knowing that Haesung was willing to share a hidden side of himself made his sincerity feel more believable.



    



    As he ran his hand along the edge of the showcase, Hongseo voiced a question he’d been wondering about.



    



    "What do you like about me, Vice President?"



    



    Haesung froze as if he’d been caught off guard by an unexpected attack. For a moment, he even seemed to forget to blink.



    



    For once, Hongseo could understand why he reacted like that. Up until now, he’d mostly just listened to Haesung and asked only surface-level questions here and there.



    



    Haesung’s initially tense expression softened, and a small smile crept onto his typically reserved face.



    



    "So you’re finally paying a little attention to me, huh?"



    



    "I just can’t see any reason why you’d like me."



    



    "I thought I explained in great detail what draws me to you."



    



    "I barely graduated high school… My family’s financially struggling… and I just don’t fit with someone like you, Vice President."



    



    He knew well that he and Haesung Lee of ARA seemed worlds apart. If it was just a casual fling, maybe he could understand, but it was hard to believe someone like Haesung would want to date him. Honestly, no one would have believed his words were sincere.



    



    "Hongseo, do you know what ‘out-focusing’ is?"



    



    Hongseo shook his head, and Haesung smiled, lifting a camera to eye level. In his large, steady hands, the camera looked smaller than it really was.



    



    The lens pointed at Hongseo. Though he’d just been in front of the camera earlier and no longer felt nervous posing for one, something about Haesung’s camera felt different—so much so that he had to swallow dryly.



    



    The lens moved back and forth, focusing in and out, and finally, Haesung pressed the shutter with a click.



    



    "Simply put, it’s a technique where you focus on a specific subject to make it stand out sharply, while the background appears blurred."



    



    He came closer and showed Hongseo the screen on the digital camera.



    



    On the display, there was an image of himself looking slightly flushed, gazing at the lens—gazing at Haesung. Just as he’d described, Hongseo was in sharp focus while the surroundings were softly blurred. Now, he understood what out-focusing was.



    



    At an even closer distance, Haesung looked down at him with an intense, almost pleading gaze.



    



    "That first day we met, at Director Kang’s house."



    



    "……"



    



    "Everything else around you went out of focus. That’s the first reason."



    



    He set the camera gently back on top of the showcase.



    



    "The second reason… is what I said last time. I couldn’t stand seeing you in a difficult situation."



    



    He ran his hand across his jawline, as if trying to ease some frustration, and spoke in a measured tone.



    



    "Normally, I would’ve just stood up and left. But that day, I couldn’t hold back—I had to say something to those people who were treating you like that."



    



    "……"



    



    "I don’t normally do that."



    



    He added this almost apologetically, glancing downward briefly before meeting his eyes again with a slight smile.



    



    "On the drive down from Pyeongchang-dong that night, I looked up an idol’s name for the first time."



    



    Though he hadn’t intended to, Hongseo’s lips curved into a smile. He tried to cover it up with a fake cough, turning his head away, but Haesung’s persistent gaze followed him.



    



    "Why are you laughing? Am I not allowed to look up an idol’s name?"



    



    "To be honest… even you admit it’s unlike you, don’t you?"



    



    "That’s true. It was completely out of character for me. I’d never done that before."



    



    With a soft sigh, Haesung tousled Hongseo’s hair—a bolder gesture than the careful touch he’d used in the elevator. Then, his hand moved down to rest on the back of Hongseo’s neck, his palm warm and encompassing. This was the most physical contact they’d had yet.



    



    Caught in his gaze, Hongseo found himself unable to look away.



    



    Even though it was just his palm resting against his neck, Hongseo felt a tightness under his arms, as if he were somehow exposed.



    



    He could feel Haesung’s thumb gently brushing over his skin.



    



    "Seeing how hard you worked for so long, without anyone noticing… I realized that when I called you diligent, it wasn’t just empty words. I got even more curious about all the different sides of you."



    



    "……"



    



    "To the point that even though I had a meeting the next morning, I stayed up until dawn watching your videos."



    



    "Oh…"



    



    Hongseo’s lips parted slightly, and a soft, almost astonished sound escaped him.



    



    So that’s why he knew so much about me. It wasn’t because he’d researched for a film investment, but because he was genuinely interested.

  
    His hand now gently kneaded the entire back of Hongseo's neck. It was a soft, caring touch, without any hint of a sexual motive—just pure tenderness.



    



    "I want to spend time together, to get to know each other more," Haesung's voice was as gentle as his touch, soothing without a trace of insistence. He really was a peculiar person.



    



    "Feelings like these… don’t come to me often. So, yes, I’m trying my best here."



    



    "……"



    



    "I told you, didn’t I? I’m greedy."



    



    Curiosity and interest. It was probably the most ordinary reason for anyone to want to start a relationship. People don’t wait until they’re deeply in love to begin dating. And he understood that Haesung wasn’t demanding something like marriage or a vow of eternal love from him.



    



    Yet, Hongseo couldn’t shake the feeling that this unbalanced relationship was doomed to fail. He couldn’t ignore his own complex situation, either.



    



    In a moment of hesitation, he finally spoke up about what he had intended to mention from the start, but had been putting off.



    



    "Today… I heard from CEO Myung that our new accommodation was arranged by you."



    



    "Oh… um…"



    



    Haesung narrowed his eyes as he looked off into the distance, then gave a small, bitter smile, his fingers lightly tapping on the skin of Hongseo’s neck.



    



    "So, that’s why you wanted to meet."



    



    He tried to pass it off lightly, but couldn’t entirely hide his disappointment. His hand withdrew from Hongseo’s neck.



    



    "I thought… maybe you wanted to see me."



    



    Seeing his awkward smile, Hongseo felt a pang of regret. He wished he hadn’t brought it up.



    



    "Yes, the villa is mine, but I’m just renting it out to you at a lower rate. I hope there are no misunderstandings."



    



    "……"



    



    "You're the lead in the film I’m investing in, too, you know. Providing a more comfortable environment so you can focus—it’s beneficial for me as an investor as well."



    



    Seeing that Hongseo didn’t quite seem convinced, Haesung sighed.



    



    "Alright, I’ll be honest."



    



    "……"



    



    "When I saw the place you were living in, it didn’t sit well with me."



    



    He's a strange man.



    



    There must be countless people around him who are attractive, sophisticated, well-connected, and intelligent. For someone like me, who’s only known for being in the public eye, a glance out of curiosity should have been enough. So why does he look so bothered just because I live in a cramped, shabby place? He’s truly unusual.



    



    Hongseo, watching Haesung’s earnest expression, lowered his gaze, avoiding eye contact.



    



    "I understand that you did this out of a pure desire to help me."



    



    "Hongseo, it wasn’t out of a pure desire."



    



    "……"



    



    "I just… wanted peace of mind."



    



    Haesung held onto Hongseo’s shoulders. The grip was firm, as if asking him to pay attention, to listen.



    



    "Nothing changes because of this. It wasn’t meant to put any pressure on you. After five dates, if you decide it’s not right, just return the card. The villa lease is a separate thing; our agreement is our agreement."



    



    When CEO Myung told him the villa was Haesung’s property, Hongseo’s anger hadn’t been directed at Haesung. It was directed at CEO Myung, who had surely made a play to benefit from Haesung somehow.



    



    Whether he fully trusted Haesung or not, he had been nothing but kind so far. No other VIP had treated him this way. That alone made him hate the idea of CEO Myung taking advantage of Haesung.



    



    "It’s not that I wanted to confront you. I just… wanted to apologize."



    



    "Apologize? For what?"



    



    "It's just… well, with our CEO making that request, it feels like you’re taking a financial loss here."



    



    His voice grew softer, head bowing as though his chin would touch his collarbone.



    



    "Hongseo, are you crying?"



    



    "No."



    



    He shook his head firmly. If he had cried over every little thing, he would have been consumed by tears a long time ago. Laughing and crying over feelings didn’t change the reality he’d eventually have to face, so it was easier not to feel anything at all.



    



    "If you’re not crying, then will you look at me?"



    



    But somehow, talking to this man always threw him off balance.



    



    He wanted to keep a straight line, unaffected by positive or negative emotions. That was the only way he knew to protect himself.



    



    "I was actually grateful to CEO Myung for telling me you were moving," Haesung said. "After I saw your place, I couldn’t sleep."



    



    Why, though?



    



    "I'm rich, you know. Just think of it as me giving you a scarf or a pair of gloves as a gift. Can’t you think of it that way?"



    



    There’s probably nothing that expensive in his closet.



    



    "If you’re apologizing that much over a scarf or gloves, well… maybe I should have offered you an even bigger place?"



    



    "……"



    



    At that, Hongseo finally looked up at him, and Haesung returned his gaze with a warm smile. His smile was even warmer than anything he’d ever gotten from his parents. Haesung briefly touched the tip of Hongseo’s chin between his thumb and index finger.



    



    "Could you say it’s okay? That you’ll let this go?"



    



    "……"



    



    "If you keep making that face… it just makes me really want to hug you."



    



    In his imagination, he could hug, touch, or even carry him to bed if he wanted to. That was how most VIPs viewed the world.



    



    Just thinking about him hugging him like that made his ears instantly heat up, and he felt the warmth spreading to his face. Rubbing his hand over his cheek, Hongseo slowly nodded.



    



    "Thank you… for your thoughtfulness with the place."



    



    He felt strange reacting this way over the mere thought of a hug, as though he were some naive person.



    



    Looking relieved, Haesung leaned on the showcase with his arm, resting his upper body forward.



    



    "I always thought I was slow and cautious when it came to relationships. But I don’t know… with you, I feel like a superfan who wants to do everything for you."



    



    "……"



    



    "And I’m not even your boyfriend yet."



    



    Haesung, staring at Hongseo’s blank expression, let out a quiet chuckle, amused.



    



    "Maybe it’s the age difference…"



    



    He muttered as though to himself, straightened up, and ruffled Hongseo’s hair.



    



    "Shall we head up?"



    



    They left the private room and went up to the rooftop.



    



    It was a space exclusively for Haesung’s penthouse. The rooftop was decorated with a variety of trees, feeling more like the backyard of a country home than the rooftop of a building.



    



    There was a low hill behind them and the skyline of high-rise buildings in the distance. A cool breeze occasionally blew, keeping the warmth at bay.



    



    They each held a can of beer in front of them as they sat at a round table, sharing stories.



    



    They talked about that day’s interview, the photoshoot, and how Haesung had barely survived a visit to a factory site with his elders. Just ordinary, small daily stories, yet they were so engrossed in each other that it never felt dull. Like the way he would smile when looking back at their messenger conversations.



    



    Their glances, voices, even when and how they laughed—each little detail caught their attention, creating a moment that, unmistakably, was a date.



    



    The anticipation felt as nerve-wracking as the first broadcast of a new song, though it wasn’t the kind of nervousness that made him want to run. It was a feeling he’d never experienced before, and instead of looking at his invisible emotions, he found himself constantly watching Haesung’s face.



    



    Perhaps Haesung felt the same; they kept catching each other’s gaze.



    



    Every time their eyes met, Haesung would smile even without saying anything, while Hongseo would pretend to take a sip of beer or act as though he hadn’t noticed.



    



    After taking a cool sip of beer, Hongseo was the first to ask,



    



    "Where are you off to for your trip tomorrow?"



    



    "Europe. It should be about a week."



    



    "I have a three-day overseas schedule in a few days, too. I’ll be moving in as soon as I get back on Saturday."



    



    "Where are you going?"



    



    "Bangkok, Thailand. We go there most often for international schedules. Have you been?"



    



    "ARA has a brand experience center in a big mall in Bangkok. It was our first one in Thailand and a major investment, so I attended the opening for promotion."



    



    "Then, have you been to Chatuchak Market?"



    



    "After the event, I went straight to visit our appliance factory in the outskirts of Bangkok. I didn’t get to sightsee."



    



    "Khao San Road, too?"



    



    "…No, haven’t been there either."



    



    Hongseo’s eyes widened a bit as he asked one more time, fiddling with his beer can.



    



    "What about Sky Bar? It’s supposed to be a famous rooftop bar. Everyone who goes to Bangkok seems to visit it."



    



    "The most I did was have a Thai meal. Sounds like Bangkok was a lot of fun for you."



    



    Seeing Haesung’s amused smile, Hongseo realized he’d been chattier than usual. It was a clear change from the stiff, formulaic answers he used to give.



    



    "Not really… it’s just the place I’ve been to most often abroad."



    



    "Why are you going quiet again? I liked hearing you talk about it."

  
    Just like in the private room, he felt his face getting hot again. Not knowing how to respond, he pretended not to hear and just took another sip of his beer. Haeseong didn’t press him and simply waited.



    



    "I thought someone like you had been everywhere and done everything."



    



    "When I take time off, I prefer to rest somewhere quiet. After both of my parents passed away, I didn’t take any vacations for two or three years. The responsibility was heavy."



    



    Perhaps feeling that he’d brought up something too heavy, he softened his tone and looked closely into his face.



    



    "If we go to Bangkok together someday, would you be my guide?"



    



    "I don’t know much about it, really. I just followed my managers around."



    



    "Still, you seem to know more than I do."



    



    His hand rested on the table, very close to Hongseo’s beer can. It was a hand as flawless and well-kept as his face, with neatly trimmed nails. Glancing at that hand, Hongseo rubbed the surface of his beer can and spoke up suddenly.



    



    "So, we won’t be seeing each other for a week."



    



    "Yeah, I guess so. Did you hear about Director Kang’s party next week? I think we’ll see each other there. They set the party date to match my return."



    



    Hongseo had heard through his manager that Director Kang was gathering close friends and colleagues to announce the production of *Cream Mansion*—a kind of networking event where the attendees, all influential people, would help promote the movie.



    



    "In the meantime, I hope your overseas schedule goes well, and that your move goes smoothly."



    



    "Yes."



    



    "I’ll try to keep in touch as much as possible. Although, I don’t know if you’ll be waiting for my messages."



    



    At his humble tone, Hongseo looked up. Maybe it was the courage from just half a can of beer, but this time he looked at Haeseong’s face for quite a long time.



    



    "I still don’t understand why someone like you is doing all this for me. You’re a… super VIP."



    



    The term made Haeseong laugh. He seemed to try to hold it in, but for a while, he couldn’t meet Hongseo’s eyes, biting his lip.



    



    "That’s true. In most situations, I am the super VIP."



    



    "……"



    



    "But even a super VIP isn’t a superhero. I still have worries and responsibilities; I’m constantly being evaluated on my performance, I have to bear the results of my abilities… Sometimes, there are people I need to impress, and I have to strategize to get what I want."



    



    "And besides, my private life has nothing to do with all that."



    



    An instance where ARA’s Haeseong wasn’t a VIP—Hongseo couldn’t even picture it. Still, he made sure to maintain eye contact and listened closely.



    



    With the soft, dim lighting behind him, Haeseong clasped his hands loosely on the table and said,



    



    "If you want someone’s heart, you can’t be the VIP, not even if you’re a god."



    



    In the world Hongseo had grown up in, things didn’t work that way. If you had money and power, if you had leverage over someone, you could control them. In fact, people in that world had no interest in winning someone’s heart. All they cared about was that the person before them would smile, flatter, and obey without question; the invisible heart was of no importance.



    



    But here was Haeseong, someone at the pinnacle of that world, saying as if it were the most natural thing that if you wanted someone’s heart, you couldn’t hold all the power.



    



    And with a gentle smile, he brushed his fingers lightly across Hongseo’s cheek.



    



    The touch was so fleeting, like a whisper, that he missed it immediately. So, he spoke honestly.



    



    "Please keep in touch often. I’ll reach out, too."



    



    "Wow… is today some kind of special day?"



    



    He leaned forward over the table, bringing his face closer. Seeing his unchanging smile, there was no way to believe he was lying.



    



    After they held each other’s gaze for a moment, Haeseong suddenly brought up the camera again.



    



    "I said that collecting cameras was a secret hobby, remember?"



    



    "……"



    



    "It’s not something shameful, but I keep it a secret for a different reason. It gives me a breathing space where I can be myself, not ARA’s Haeseong, and focus on something I genuinely enjoy."



    



    "A different reason?"



    



    "The real secret is actually something else… Aren’t you curious?"



    



    With a playful lift of his brow, he looked several years younger.



    



    "At first, you were all tense in front of me, but now I can start to see emotions on your face."



    



    He took another sip of his beer, then tilted his head and looked at Hongseo, narrowing his eyes.



    



    "I think… there might be a bit of hope for me."



    



    A cool hand that had been holding his beer can touched his cheek. This time, it wasn’t just the fingertips; the palm rested there, his thumb gently stroking his cheek.



    



    "Don’t return me. Confirm the purchase. Then I think I’d be able to share my real secret with you."



    



    A real secret. Hongseo had one of those, too. A secret so private that he couldn’t tell anyone, not even Jungji, whom he trusted most.



    



    Could he ever tell this man his real secret? Would that even be possible?



    



    A part of him doubted it would be, and the thought left him feeling unsettled.



    



    This time, his hand lingered a little longer.



    



    Still, the feeling of disappointment was the same.



    



    @



    



    The new dormitory for “Layered” was a luxurious mansion located in the affluent UN Village, boasting an unobstructed view of the Han River. With multiple bedrooms and bathrooms, complex hallways, a kitchen separate from the dining area, and a large balcony, the mansion offered a view of the river from almost every corner.



    



    Guests invited to the housewarming were in awe and envy of the location, the mansion's luxurious exterior, the strict security, and the vast interior space that felt excessive for six members to share, along with the stunning views.



    



    “Layered’s” income hadn’t reached the point where they could afford a place like this yet. It would have been impossible without Haeseong’s help. While Hongseo felt a nagging concern about this, seeing the members proudly enjoying their new home in front of their friends also made him happy.



    



    About five or six people gathered for the housewarming.



    



    These were guests that each member of “Layered” had invited. While Hongseo had some familiarity with the other members' guests, he didn’t have anyone in the entertainment industry he could truly open up to. Even if he grew closer to someone, there were always limits because he couldn’t share the most intimate secrets.



    



    Hyunsoo, an aspiring actor from UB who also had leverage held over him by the famous CEO, felt comfortable since they understood each other’s situations. However, he openly disliked the other members of “Layered,” saying they were just leeches. Although he had been invited to the housewarming, he declined.



    



    In the end, Hongseo’s only guest was Jung Ji-in.



    



    There was nothing particularly special about the housewarming.



    



    It was just a gathering where snacks, fried chicken, and spicy tteokbokki were spread out, accompanied by drinks. Despite their relatively high income compared to their peers, it felt like any typical housewarming for someone in their early twenties. The only difference was that they were drinking expensive alcohol in a luxurious mansion in a high-end neighborhood.



    



    "Senior, you know… I’m saying this because I’m a bit tipsy, but actors really are different. How can someone look that good without any makeup?"



    



    As the alcohol began to take effect, a member of a girl group leaned across the table, closely examining Ji-in’s face. Seeing Ji-in, who was awkward among younger idol colleagues, made Hongseo smile.



    



    It wasn’t that he found it funny to see Ji-in struggling; he was simply happy to be in a social setting like this again. His favorite hyung was there, and the people he could at least consider friends were gathered. It felt like he was just one of his peers, with no secrets weighing on him.



    



    Before Ji-in could respond, she tossed some snack crumbs at the boy group member sitting next to him, laughing brightly.



    



    "Hey, Woo Jong-hyun. You look totally like an octopus sitting next to my senior! Move away a bit."



    



    "Shut up. You’re just as made-up."



    



    The guy named Woo Jong-hyun picked up a piece of snack and threw it back at her, chuckling.



    



    "I’m the dance member, so it’s fine if I’m made up! Besides, I know my place and don’t go overboard trying to act like someone. You should take off your smoky eye makeup and go act in a drama; your fans would drop like flies!"



    



    Even with the rough banter flying back and forth, it was just playful teasing among friends. Ji-in, struggling to keep up with the atmosphere, looked a bit pitiful. Hongseo stood up and moved behind Ji-in, placing a hand on his shoulder.



    



    "Hyung understands. They’re a bit uncouth, but there’s no malice in it."



    



    "And what do you know?"



    



    As Woo Jong-hyun exchanged playful jabs with the girl group member, he mumbled to himself, his earlobes turning red with embarrassment.

  
    As Hyunseo checked the emptying bottles on the floor, he headed to the kitchen connected to the dining area to grab more drinks. He returned with a couple of bottles of expensive champagne from a famous brand.



    



    “I brought two bottles from the duty-free shop just for today,” he announced.



    



    The guests cheered at the sight of the heavy black bottles in Hyunseo's hands—everyone except for one person.



    



    “What a bunch of hicks. What’s so great about that?”



    



    Go Ji-woon.



    



    Younger than Hyunseo by two or three years, Ji-woon was a member of a boy group that had disappeared without a trace. He had transitioned into acting and was the only one left from his team.



    



    Ji-woon’s sarcastic remark chilled the atmosphere. Some muttered curses under their breath, and Ji-woon stood up, picked up his phone, and left the dining area.



    



    “Why did we invite that Ji-woon guy? He just ruins the mood.”



    



    As soon as the glass door connecting the dining room and hallway closed, someone raised their voice.



    



    “When did he start drinking stuff like this? He’s just like us. What’s up with him these days?”



    



    “He’s been getting sponsors since he started acting in dramas.”



    



    “…”



    



    At the mention of "sponsor," an uncomfortable silence fell over the dining area. It felt as if cold water had been thrown on them.



    



    “Was it last month? He went to some island in the South Pacific and posted all those photos on social media. That was sponsored, too.”



    



    “No wonder… I was wondering where he got the money for that private villa with four bedrooms and a pool.”



    



    Woo Jong-hyun clicked his tongue in understanding, mocking Ji-woon. The revelations kept coming.



    



    “I don’t know what he did with that sponsor while he was on vacation, but when he came back, he bought an apartment in Gangnam.”



    



    “What?”



    



    Woo Jong-hyun exclaimed, incredulous. Almost everyone in the room wore the same expression as him. It was a mix of disgust and discomfort but also curiosity, intrigue, and a hint of envy flickered across their faces.



    



    In that moment, Hongseo, who had been quietly sipping his champagne, felt his chest tighten.



    



    If Ji-woon received that apartment from a sponsor, then what about this place?



    



    They hadn’t gone to the South Pacific island together for some dirty favors. Haeseong hadn’t even touched his lips yet. So, this couldn’t be a sponsorship.



    



    As he pondered this while scraping his teeth along the rim of his champagne glass, a phone on the table buzzed, vibrating lightly.



    



    It was a message from “Carrot Seller.” Hongseo used the excuse of his phone ringing to quietly rise and leave the dining area.



    



    He wanted to check the message from “Carrot Seller” and catch a breath of fresh air. As he exited the hallway and entered the living room, he found Ji-woon sitting alone in the dimly lit space.



    



    “What are you doing here alone?”



    



    “Just… they’re annoying.”



    



    When Ji-woon recognized the presence of Hongseo, he relaxed his previously tense expression, feeling a bit awkward. Although Ji-woon was close with the other members of “Layered,” he often looked up to Hongseo. There was always an air about him that dismissed those his own age.



    



    “Everyone always talks like that. They don’t hold things inside.”



    



    “I don’t care. We’re not going to be lifelong friends anyway.”



    



    Ji-woon shook his head firmly, but then he hesitated, glancing at Hongseo from the corner of his eye.



    



    Since Ji-woon was usually straightforward, Hongseo couldn't ignore the hint that he had something more to say.



    



    “I’m only saying this because you’re good at keeping secrets, but…”



    



    “What is it? Why so serious?”



    



    Hongseo tried to lighten the mood with a playful comment, but Ji-woon didn’t smile. After Hongseo sat down next to him on the sofa, Ji-woon hesitated for a moment before speaking.



    



    “Actually, I’ve been seeing someone lately.”



    



    “……”



    



    “But… I don’t think I’m the only one for that person.”



    



    He kept glancing over Hongseo’s shoulder to check if anyone was coming, speaking in a voice that was almost a whisper.



    



    “To be honest, the person is already married… I know that I’m just a plaything for them.”



    



    Was this what being a lover meant? Someone who meets up with a married person on the side?



    



    Even though Ji-woon had a strong obsession with success, he wasn’t the kind of guy who would casually refer to a partner in such a manner.



    



    Hongseo couldn’t help but bitterly confirm that the person Ji-woon was talking about was indeed the sponsor mentioned earlier.



    



    “I also know that they’ve been with several people before me. But…”



    



    Ji-woon’s eyes sparkled in the darkness.



    



    “I absolutely don’t want to be someone they can easily toss aside. Is there a good way to do that?”



    



    “……”



    



    “Even if I might be second or third to them, they really treat me well right now. But if one day they get tired of me and say it’s over, I won’t have any way to stop it. I don’t want to end up like those other people they’ve discarded after playing with them.”



    



    Ji-woon clenched his hands tightly as he spoke, not looking like someone distressed by love but rather someone anxious about the opportunity he had seized.



    



    “This is the first time I’ve had this kind of relationship, and it’s an incredibly hard-won chance. If I can just give that person a reason to not easily let me go… I won’t have to worry about anything in the future.”



    



    Now, he was shaking all the way down to his legs.



    



    He looked like someone terrified of missing out on a sudden windfall. There was a hint of madness in his demeanor.



    



    “Do you think there’s a way for people with money and power, like him, to get caught in a weakness? Do you know anyone like that?”



    



    “Well… I’m not exactly a genius myself.”



    



    If he knew how to catch the weaknesses of the wealthy and powerful to become their equal, he would have freed himself from the likes of Jeong Seo-kyung or CEO Myung a long time ago. If such a method existed, Hongseo would certainly want to know.



    



    Ji-woon scooted a little closer to Hongseo.



    



    “Or do you know anyone in your circle who’s good with that kind of thing? Someone who knows the upper class well and has a bit of experience.”



    



    “How would I know people like that?”



    



    The phone in his hand buzzed continuously. It wasn’t a call but a notification that a message had arrived. It was likely from "Carrot Seller." Lee Haeseong was not just someone who knew the upper class; he was part of it.



    



    Over the past few days, as they exchanged messages and occasional calls during his trip to Europe, Hyunseo found the personal side of Lee Haeseong gaining more prominence than the professional one. For a moment, he had forgotten just how significant Haeseong was socially.



    



    It seemed like he would forever be viewed merely as the vice president of ARA Electronics. Hyunseo felt a moment of disbelief at the unexpected change.



    



    “You’re doing well, aren’t you?”



    



    Go Ji-woon’s voice pulled Hyunseo out of his thoughts, and he looked at him.



    



    Ji-woon cautiously glanced at Hyunseo’s expression before continuing.



    



    “Don’t you have any brokers reaching out to connect you with people?”



    



    “…No, I haven’t.”



    



    “Someone with your looks and popularity these days… no one’s contacted you?”



    



    Hyunseo shook his head. When he didn’t provide the answer Ji-woon was hoping for, Ji-woon let out a heavy sigh as if the ground had fallen out from under him.



    



    “If you meet through a broker, they negotiate the terms for you and give you advice on what to do or not to do. But I didn’t know anything, and that person just approached me, and I ended up meeting them like that…”



    



    Ji-woon ruffled his hair in frustration, feeling like he had missed out on something, and then looked up at Hyunseo with determination.



    



    “You won’t tell anyone, right?”



    



    “I won’t.”



    



    “Do you think I’m dirty too?”



    



    “Who are you to say that?”



    



    “…”



    



    After a moment of silence, Ji-woon stared blankly at Hyunseo in the darkness before dropping his gaze helplessly.



    



    “If you happen to come across a broker in that area, please connect me. I’m asking you.”



    



    Not knowing how to respond, whether to agree or refuse, Hyunseo stood up.



    



    “Aren’t you going back inside?”



    



    “I’m not. They’re probably still talking about me anyway.”



    



    As Ji-woon grumbled and turned on his phone, Hyunseo switched on the lamp next to the sofa and quietly slipped out onto the balcony.



    



    Even though it was mid-summer, the fresh air outside felt more refreshing than the air-conditioned indoors. It wasn’t just because of the river breeze.



    



    He took a deep breath, gazing at the sparkling night view of Gangnam across the river. Having just returned to Korea today and moved into this new place, everything felt awkward, including the view in front of him. It felt like he was visiting someone else’s home.



    



    Buzz, buzz. The phone in his hand vibrated again, almost urging him to check.



    



    Finally opening the messaging app, he found it filled with messages from “Carrot Seller.”

  
    Carrot Seller: It's a bit of an awkward time, but I came out to eat something.



    



    Carrot Seller: The view is really beautiful because it's right next to the river.



    



    Carrot Seller: 



    



    Carrot Seller: Now that today’s schedule is over, I’m thinking of having some drinks with my team.



    



    Carrot Seller: Since the person who usually hangs out with me is busy today,



    



    Carrot Seller: I’m planning to bother other people instead of you.



    



    Carrot Seller: I did well, right? (11:08 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: 



    



    Carrot Seller: The food just came out, and when I took a picture of it,



    



    Carrot Seller: everyone teased me, asking if I was trying to imitate the younger kids, haha.



    



    Carrot Seller: When I took pictures of food during business lunches,



    



    Carrot Seller: it made the atmosphere softer. It's thanks to you, Hongseo, haha. (11:42 PM)



    



    Carrot Seller: Are you having fun? I just came back to my room.



    



    Carrot Seller: The staff wanted to go for round two together, but



    



    Carrot Seller: I don’t want to become an oblivious boss. (1:36 AM)



    



    Carrot Seller: It’s around 7 o'clock here, so



    



    Carrot Seller: I'm watching videos of you leaving Bangkok Airport.



    



    Carrot Seller: I'm having one more drink alone in my room.



    



    Carrot Seller: 
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    The party held at Director Kang's home was the same as last time in terms of location, but the atmosphere was completely different. All attendees were dressed in formal evening wear, and there were no young men and women bustling around the pool or DJ booth. Since everyone knew each other, the atmosphere was more relaxed, with a typical upper-class social party vibe.



    



    As the sun began to set, the party started, and the heat of the day had faded in the spacious garden.



    



    Lee Haeseong, dressed in a tuxedo and styled his hair more elegantly than usual, had a different aura compared to when he wore business suits. He radiated a refined elegance that was flashier yet still restrained than any actor or model he had seen during his time in the entertainment industry. While exuding a natural leadership presence that drew people’s attention, he still looked comfortable.



    



    He was different from their first meeting in Director Kang's reception room and from the news articles of him in a business suit.



    



    As he adeptly led the early part of the party by giving speeches and proposing toasts alongside Director Kang and the representative of the production company, Hyunseo couldn’t take his eyes off him.



    



    To Hyunseo, it felt like he was the center of the universe.



    



    Even as one of the four lead actors being introduced toward the front, he felt much more nervous than usual because of Lee Haeseong’s gaze fixed on him from nearby. It felt as though he had returned to the trembling rookie he was during brief interviews before performances.



    



    After the opening remarks, he had to follow Director Kang to greet important guests. Despite finally being in the same space as Lee Haeseong after a few days, there was hardly any time for them to exchange quiet greetings.



    



    After repeating handshakes and photo ops nearly ten times, a smooth, amused voice came from behind him.



    



    “Director, can I borrow Hongseo for a moment?”



    



    It was Lee Haeseong, who lightly placed a hand on Director Kang's shoulder. As soon as he spotted him, Hyunseo swallowed hard. He suddenly had no idea what kind of expression to make.



    



    “Oh, Vice President!”



    



    “I wanted to introduce her to my guests for a moment.”



    



    “Of course, go ahead. I was getting a bit carried away bragging about our lead actor. I fell in love with Hongseo again seeing her in a tuxedo today. It feels like Hwang Ji-woo has jumped out of my mind!”



    



    He gave a brief nod to the guests of Director Kang, who seemed far more interested in the vice president of ARA than in the film's lead actor. With his hand still lightly resting on Hyunseo’s back, Lee Haeseong led him toward the building.



    



    Once they had moved a little distance away from the crowd, he leaned in closer, whispering.



    



    “It looks like the greetings are about wrapped up, so I decided to interrupt.”



    



    “……”



    



    “I was afraid that if I kept going like this, we wouldn’t get a chance to talk at all today, so I was waiting for an opportunity.”



    



    The folding doors leading to the garden were wide open, and there was a bar and a resting area set up inside the building. As they entered the living room, Lee Haeseong walked toward the bar while holding Hyunseo’s wrist over his suit jacket.



    



    After both of them received a glass of bubbly, refreshing champagne, they moved to a long sofa placed in a corridor. It was a spot that wouldn’t easily catch anyone's eye unless someone intentionally came looking for them.



    



    “We finally have a moment to ourselves. We didn’t even properly greet each other, did we?”



    



    He tilted his head to look into Hyunseo’s face as he smiled.



    



    “How have you been?”



    



    Hyunseo nodded in response.



    



    “Yes, and you’ve been well too, Vice President?”



    



    “This was the most enjoyable business trip ever. All thanks to someone.”



    



    For a moment, Lee Haeseong's gaze, which had been directed downward, returned to meet Hyunseo’s eyes.



    



    “But it’s also the longest trip ever, thanks to that someone.”



    



    Hyunseo felt the same way. He hadn’t been particularly aware of the passage of time, but while the Vice President was away on his business trip, it truly felt like time was dragging on.



    



    However, those thoughts only swirled in Hyunseo's mind.



    



    “Just like the director said, Hongseo, you look amazing today! Maybe it’s because I haven’t seen you in a while, but you seem even more stunning.”



    



    His tone and expression were filled with warmth. It was like he was indulging a child, yet it didn’t feel patronizing. There was only happiness and joy in the moment, gazing at someone he found incredibly cute and precious.



    



    Even before the trip, looking at Lee Haeseong’s face as he looked at him made Hyunseo understand the feeling of honey dripping from his eyes. It was a gaze he had never received from anyone else, not even from his parents.



    



    Yet, here he was, unable to say a single sweet word, just fiddling with his champagne glass with a sullen expression… His lack of charm felt frustrating, almost like a resentment toward himself.



    



    “Oh! I took a selfie before leaving home. I think it turned out pretty well this time.”



    



    Suddenly recalling something, Lee Haeseong spoke as he reached into his jacket pocket for his phone. After tapping a few times on the screen, Hyunseo’s phone vibrated from his jacket pocket. He thought Lee Haeseong would show him directly, but it seemed he had sent it via messenger instead.



    



    As Hyunseo pulled out his phone to check the picture, he opened the messenger app without thinking.



    



    “Thanks to your training, I think my selfie skills have definitely improved… wait, what?”



    



    Lee Haeseong, who had leaned over to look at the photo with him, suddenly seemed to doubt his own eyes as he lowered his face even closer to the screen. And in the next moment, the phone was no longer in Hyunseo’s hand.



    



    “Why am I saved as ‘Carrot Seller’?”



    



    “Give it to me.”



    



    He held back Hyunseo, who lunged to retrieve his phone, with one arm pressed down on his body. Then he turned away to check the messenger contact name one more time.



    



    Looking back at Hyunseo behind him, he was smiling.



    



    “What’s this about carrots? Did I sell you carrots, Hongseo?”



    



    Hyunseo felt his earlobes, neck, and face turning completely red. He raised his bent arm and buried half his face in the crook of his elbow. With his other arm, he stretched out toward the phone.



    



    “Give it to me, please.”



    



    “Are you going to cry if I don’t?”



    



    “I’m not going to cry, but I might get angry.”



    



    It wasn't even a chat window with someone else; it was still the chat window with him. Yet, Hyunseo didn’t understand why he felt so embarrassed. It seemed like it was because he was being teased. In fact, it was really nothing…



    



    Lee Haeseong’s eyes widened at the mention of getting angry. However, he actually looked pleased.



    



    “Threatening me that you might get angry is just fine, but... am I really the strange one here?”



    



    “……”



    



    “If you say you want to see me angry, I really will get angry, right?”



    



    “……”



    



    Hyunseo withdrew the arm he had extended toward the phone and quietly stared at Lee Haeseong. Only then did Lee Haeseong hand the phone over to Hyunseo.



    



    “Giving it back is one thing, but let’s hear what ‘Carrot Seller’ is all about.”



    



    Fearing it might be snatched away again, Hyunseo quickly stuffed the phone into his pocket.



    



    “It is locked, but you never know. Someone might see it and think it’s strange…”



    



    He couldn’t save it under the name “Vice President” or “Lee Haeseong.” It was the same when he met other VIPs. As this thought crossed his mind, Hyunseo felt a pang in his chest. Lee Haeseong was entirely different from the other VIPs he had encountered before, yet the need to hide certain things felt the same. It reminded him of the uneasy feeling he got when Ko Ji-woon mentioned the apartment he received from a sponsor.



    



    “By the way, why specifically carrots?”



    



    “It’s called ‘Carrot Market,’ an app for people living in the same area to buy and sell secondhand items. You meet in person to trade.”



    



    “Oh… I see. Do you use that app for secondhand trading, Hongseo?”



    



    “Sometimes.”



    



    He had experience trading clothes, shoes, and comic books that he no longer wore. Lee Haeseong looked surprised.



    



    “Isn’t that dangerous?”



    



    “At night, you might not even recognize the person you’re meeting.”



    



    “Hmm… Maybe I should change mine to ‘Carrot Buyer’ then.”



    



    He mumbled to himself while crossing his long legs and sipping champagne. As he glanced at him, Hyunseo asked, “What do I show up as now?”



    



    “I’m not telling you.”



    



    “……”



    



    “Even if you make that cute expression, I still won’t tell you.”



    



    “I didn’t make a cute expression.”



    



    “You did.”



    



    “I did not make a cute expression.”



    



    “Do you think speaking so stiffly will make you less cute?”



    



    With a voice full of laughter, he said that and reached out to touch Hyunseo’s hair.



    



    “Ah… I’m so happy.”



    



    His face, gazing blankly, was filled with smiles from every corner.



    



    Happy.



    



    He hadn’t done anything for him, yet he was happy in this moment. Whether it could really be called happiness, he wasn’t sure… but Hyunseo also wished this time would pass slowly.



    



    As he played with the styled strands of hair, he rubbed his thumb against Hyunseo's cheek and asked, “Can I lean on your shoulder for a moment?”
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    “Can I lean on your shoulder for a moment?”



    



    It was such an unexpected question that Hyunseo couldn’t respond right away. After staring at his face for a moment, he instead tapped his left shoulder lightly. Lee Haeseong, grinning broadly, rested his right head on Hyunseo's left shoulder. Due to their height difference, he had to stretch his backside to the end of the sofa, but he still looked very comfortable.



    



    “How about you, Hongseo?”



    



    His right hand touched Hyunseo's left arm near the elbow. It moved slowly down towards the sleeve of his jacket. Watching this slow movement, Hyunseo diverted the conversation.



    



    “Please tell me what I’m saved as.”



    



    “Didn’t you want to see me?”



    



    “Are you really not going to tell me?”



    



    “Look at you, avoiding the question because you’re shy, even though you wanted to see me.”



    



    “If you know, just let it go.”



    



    “……”



    



    The fingers of Lee Haeseong, which had been hovering at the end of the sleeve, paused briefly. Then he gently intertwined his fingers with the spaces between Hyunseo’s curled fingers, slowly stroking the back of his hand.



    



    Neither of them spoke. They simply looked down at their joined hands, feeling the rhythm of their breaths and the warmth of their body temperatures, along with each other’s emotions and trembling. The melody of jazz piano played live from the garden in the distance.



    



    With Hyunseo leaning against him, Lee Haeseong took a deep breath, expanding his chest.



    



    “The Carrot Buyer is really tormenting me. Seriously.”



    



    Then, boldly, without hesitation, he moved the hand that was lightly resting and firmly intertwined his fingers with Hyunseo’s. Their palms pressed together, and their fingers locked in place felt miraculous.



    



    As he gazed at this fascinating sight, a presence approached from around the corner of the hallway. Hyunseo quickly released his hand first. The person who appeared around the corner was Manager Kang, Lee Haeseong’s personal assistant, the only person who knew about their current relationship. Manager Kang gave a brief nod to Hyunseo and reported to Lee Haeseong.



    



    “Vice President, Mr. Ahiman is here.”



    



    “Gaspar? He’s here now?”



    



    Surprised by the news, he widened his eyes in response.



    



    “Yes, he stopped by at the invitation of Director Kang while staying in Hong Kong.”



    



    “Then we definitely need to greet him. I didn’t even know he was in Hong Kong.”



    



    As he stood up while saying this, his voice was tinged with excitement. He lightly brushed Hyunseo’s cheek as he followed.



    



    “It seems like someone you know has come, so I’ll chat with him for a bit.”



    



    “Sure, go ahead.”



    



    “If you’re tired, just hide and rest.”



    



    While buttoning the tuxedo jacket he had loosened, he hurriedly left the room with Manager Kang. Though he said to rest, Hyunseo was curious about who made him so happy.



    



    Exiting the hallway and settling on a stool at the bar, he eagerly looked for Lee Haeseong.



    



    He was crossing the garden, leading Manager Kang ahead of him.



    



    His steps paused near a group of people chatting around a beautifully branched pine tree. He placed his hand on the left shoulder of one of the foreign men to announce his arrival.



    



    The man turned around, and his face instantly brightened with joy. It was not the forced smile one usually makes at parties for socializing. The two shook hands and then lightly hugged, patting each other on the back. It was clear that their relationship was not purely business.



    



    Hyunseo hadn’t known Lee Haeseong for long, but this was the first time he had seen him show such open affection to someone else. More precisely, it was the first time he witnessed Lee Haeseong treating someone with such warmth who wasn’t him.



    



    It seemed like this person could enter the real living room, not just the reception room of Lee Haeseong's house, indicating a closeness between them.



    



    The man and Lee Haeseong moved away from the crowd to the edge of the garden while continuing their conversation. The man, who had curly dark blonde hair reaching his shoulders and was about 185 cm tall, seemed to be a few years younger than Lee Haeseong. He appeared free-spirited yet carried an inherent elegance in his demeanor.



    



    Somehow, they matched very well.



    



    Not as lovers, but as two human beings, there didn’t seem to be much of a gap between them.



    



    The height difference wasn’t prominent, and the age gap didn’t seem significant either; it felt like they were comfortable with each other. Unlike many others, the man didn’t appear to gauge Lee Haeseong's mood or reactions. It felt as natural as addressing an old friend.



    



    While observing the two talking, Hyunseo had a vague realization that the foreigner had likely lived in similar upper-class circles as Lee Haeseong.



    



    He felt strange.



    



    Just because they were VIPs didn’t mean they lacked private lives; it was possible to have close friends or acquaintances. He wasn’t looking at the man with the same honeyed gaze he’d have for Lee Haeseong. Yet, the closeness he felt between the two left him feeling dry-mouthed. It was a confusing mix of emotions: a suffocating tightness in his chest, anxiety as if he were being chased, and frustration akin to when things didn’t go well. However, none of those feelings fit perfectly.



    



    Hyunseo turned away from the two. He downed the remaining champagne in his glass and ordered a stronger drink.



    



    “Why is the lead actor just hanging out here?”



    



    Suddenly, he turned at the sensation of a hand gently stroking his back. President Jo had approached quietly and was looking down at him.



    



    “Hello, President.”



    



    As Hyunseo stood up to greet him, President Jo pulled him down by the waist.



    



    “Sit down, sit down. Just stay here.”



    



    He then pulled a stool closer and sat down right next to Hyunseo.



    



    “Hongseo, congratulations on your casting confirmation.”



    



    “Thank you.”



    



    President Jo called the bartender over and ordered whiskey with ice, tapping the side of Hyunseo's thigh lightly with his knee.



    



    “Even if it’s a small amount, I’m still an investor in *Cream Mansion*. While greeting the director, you just disappeared with the Vice President? And you didn’t even come over to greet me separately. How disappointing.”



    



    “I’m sorry. There were more guests than I expected today…”



    



    “Did President Myung teach you that? That you can ignore anyone below Lee Haeseong because they’re all nobodies?”



    



    “No, that’s not it at all.”



    



    “Yeah, well… it’s not like you did anything wrong. It’s just all about the interests of the adults involved.”



    



    As President Jo mumbled while looking down at his neatly manicured nails, a drink called "On the Rocks" was served. After taking a couple of sips, he twirled the glass in his hand. The sound of ice clinking seemed like an ominous warning.



    



    “Anyway, we’re in this together for *Cream Mansion*, right? That’s fate, so why don’t we have some fun together? What do you think, Hongseo?”



    



    “Uh…”



    



    Hyunseo’s gaze naturally fell downward.



    



    “Even though I felt awful after getting chewed out by Lee Haeseong that day, you just wouldn’t leave my mind.”



    



    President Jo’s hand suddenly reached over to touch Hyunseo’s ear. Rubbing the cartilage, it trailed down to massage his earlobe. The warmth from Lee Haeseong’s palm just moments before had felt so tender, but President Jo’s warmth was utterly unpleasant.



    



    Twisting his upper body slightly to escape the touch, Hyunseo tried to show as much discomfort as he could.



    



    “For matters like this, it would be better to discuss it with our president…”



    



    “What can I discuss with Myung?”



    



    President Jo interrupted Hyunseo, cutting him off.



    



    “It’ll just take longer with an intermediary. Are you saying that if two adults want to have a good time together, it’s a problem?”



    



    Putting down his glass, he completely turned to face Hyunseo.



    



    “I know how this industry works, Hongseo. I have a sense of ethics. I’m not like those sleazy old men who approach pretty girls without any sincerity. Don’t you think I’d spend money on you?”



    



    President Jo’s hand moved up onto Hyunseo’s thigh.



    



    “I’d love to see you dance to that song again when you were alone with him. Naked.”



    



    Hyunseo’s body stiffened at the hand slipping between his legs. He had no idea how to refuse. He wasn’t in a position to reject it, nor had he been able to refuse up until now. But he wanted to say no.



    



    As President Jo’s hand squeezed tightly between Hyunseo’s thighs over his pants, he leaned in and whispered against Hyunseo’s shoulder.



    



    “What do you think would happen if you danced naked?”



    



    Gripping President Jo’s wrist and pulling it outward, Hyunseo summoned all his courage.



    



    “Please talk to our president about this. I’m really uncomfortable.”



    



    “It’s going to be so awkward, isn’t it? Ha, damn… I’ll give you money. I’m offering money, you know? If you kiss me right here and now, I’ll give you five hundred more.”



    



    President Jo’s face, which had been looming closer to cover Hyunseo’s, suddenly pulled back. Both Hyunseo and President Jo jerked their heads up. Lee Haeseong, with a cold, stiff expression, stood there, gripping the back of President Jo's neck.



    



    President Jo swatted Lee Haeseong’s hand away and jumped to his feet.



    



    “Damn… what are you doing, Vice President? Huh?”



    



    “What are you doing, Jo?”



    



    “Don’t you see? It’s about dating. Vice President, this is very rude behavior. Giving attention to someone like this in front of such a lowly person is not right, is it? Huh?”



    



    “Lowly?”



    



    Unlike the agitated President Jo, Lee Haeseong stood upright as if nailed in place, furrowing his brow as he repeated Jo’s words. He then scoffed and added coldly.



    



    “Don’t you think of yourself as lowly in front of me, Jo?”
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    “Don’t you think of yourself as lowly in front of me, Jo?”



    



    “……”



    



    President Jo wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and glared at him. But he didn’t say anything more.



    



    Everyone has their own tendencies. The upper class that Hyunseo had observed up close was no different. Some people bow their heads completely to those in higher ranks, while a few, though they are rare, act recklessly. President Jo, who was self-made rather than coming from a wealthy family, was certainly among the latter.



    



    However, even someone like President Jo couldn't fully confront a VVIP like Lee Haeseong. No matter how much confidence he had in his own abilities, he would fear losing the very place where he could showcase them.



    



    “Do whatever you want behind the scenes, but don’t let your disgusting behavior be seen by my eyes.”



    



    Since the bar was in a corner of the living room far from the garden where the party was taking place, it didn’t attract much attention. However, it was impossible to think that no one was watching at all. Out of nowhere, Myung appeared and quietly approached Hyunseo.



    



    What’s going on? Ignoring Myung's whispers, Hyunseo fixed his gaze on the confrontation between Lee Haeseong and President Jo.



    



    For a moment, President Jo seemed to hesitate, then his eyes flashed as he provoked Lee Haeseong.



    



    “Why are you so infatuated with him? Are you really saying that the great Vice President Lee Haeseong has a soft spot for someone like Hyunseo? Haha, that can’t be true, right?”



    



    President Jo pointed a finger at Hyunseo standing behind him, and Lee Haeseong slowly walked over and pulled President Jo's long arm down.



    



    “Hyunseo is someone I care a lot about, and it seems President Jo is being rather dense. Or are you pretending to be dense just to annoy me?”



    



    “……”



    



    “Now that you’ve climbed your way up from the bottom, is it only fun for you to look down? Sometimes you need to look up too. Even the bartenders here know that you shouldn’t offend certain people. Why can’t you get the basics right?”



    



    Standing just a step away, Lee Haeseong continued to look straight into President Jo's face without raising his voice.



    



    “I know that President Jo is a capable manager. But I don’t think the chairman of the JS Group, or your son, who will soon be the CEO of JS Construction, would want to align themselves with you while offending ARA or Hanseong Group. Can I assume you understand what I mean?”



    



    “……”



    



    President Jo’s face, lips tightly pressed together, twitched in anger. Silence replaced President Jo’s response. Lee Haeseong had silenced him.



    



    With a sigh, Lee Haeseong turned his back to President Jo and walked over to the bar. He picked up the champagne glass Hyunseo had been drinking from and downed half of it.



    



    “How much did President Jo invest in this movie? Five hundred million? One billion? Just take it. You’ll only spoil your mood by trying to get attention with a small amount of money.”



    



    Lee Haeseong’s eyes were cold as he looked back at the unresponsive President Jo. For the first time, a sharp edge mixed with his voice.



    



    “Didn’t you hear what I said about spoiling your mood?”



    



    President Jo shot a glance at Hyunseo with bloodshot eyes. Then he cursed and stormed off. With the jazz piano playing in the garden ceasing and a dance party starting up, only a handful of people showed any interest in the commotion. Even they, knowing it involved Lee Haeseong, only dared to glance from a distance.



    



    Since Lee Haeseong didn’t raise his voice, it might have seemed like a trivial argument from afar, but the tension was palpable for those watching closely. Even after President Jo left, approaching Lee Haeseong was still daunting.



    



    After taking a moment to compose himself at the bar, Lee Haeseong suddenly turned to Hyunseo and Myung.



    



    “Mr. Myung, can I talk to Hongseo for a moment alone?”



    



    “Excuse me? Oh, yes. Of course. Go ahead. You should.”



    



    Myung even pushed Hyunseo forward a bit, bowing to comply with Lee Haeseong’s wishes.



    



    @



    



    Lee Haeseong’s gaze at Hyunseo, as he looked at him now, wasn’t like the syrupy look from before. It was a complex mix of regret and remorse, tinged with a sense of sadness for showing an unwanted side of himself.



    



    As Hyunseo looked into Lee Haeseong’s eyes, which seemed emotionally more tangled than when President Jo was present, he slowly approached him. He placed his hand on Lee Haeseong’s arm resting on the edge of the bar.



    



    Hyunseo. Not just “Mr. Hyunseo,” but simply Hyunseo.



    



    It was the first time he had been called like that.



    



    Lee Haeseong looked down at the hand of Hyunseo resting on his arm.



    



    When they had entered the building from the garden, Lee Haeseong had held onto Hyunseo’s wrist over his jacket, but this time he sought out Hyunseo’s hand and led him to the second floor. It was as if he had nothing to fear.



    



    The second-floor parlor of director Kang Woo-hyun. This was where Hyunseo had first met Lee Haeseong.



    



    At that moment, Hyunseo had been prepared for “entertainment” as he entered through that door.



    



    From that day until this very moment, despite having multiple encounters with VVIPs, he had not experienced anything close to intimate contact, let alone physical intimacy. It was strange and unusual for someone who wanted to be more than just a “host” or a mere escort.



    



    Entering the parlor while holding Hyunseo’s hand, Lee Haeseong shut the door and immediately brushed his hand against Hyunseo’s cheek.



    



    “Are you okay?”



    



    Hyunseo nodded. He was so shocked by Lee Haeseong’s unfamiliar, pressuring demeanor that he forgot the unpleasantness of what had just happened with President Jo.



    



    Seeing that in Hyunseo’s expression, Lee Haeseong’s eyes softened with an apologetic look.



    



    “I guess I overreacted, and it must have startled you more.”



    



    No, that wasn’t it. This time, he shook his head firmly. He shook his head repeatedly.



    



    Lee Haeseong’s hands gently cupped Hyunseo’s cheeks, lifting them carefully so they faced up. His deep-set eyes meticulously examined Hyunseo’s face, as if he were worried that someone might have left a tiny scratch.



    



    “I wanted to keep pretending to be a good person in front of you.”



    



    “……”



    



    “For a moment, I couldn’t see anything.”



    



    “Vice President, you’re a good person.”



    



    Hyunseo's voice was muffled. Lee Haeseong smiled slightly and pinched the tip of Hyunseo's nose gently.



    



    “Do you really think so after what you saw earlier? In the end, I’m someone who uses my position to create the situations I want when I need to.”



    



    As he spoke, a bitter expression crossed Lee Haeseong's face. Hyunseo quickly responded, almost shouting.



    



    “But it was an unavoidable situation back there!”



    



    People like President Jo couldn't be dealt with using common sense. The only way to stop someone who thinks they can manipulate others with their money and status is with more money and status. Lee Haeseong wasn't a bad person. He hated the fact that he thought of himself that way. Even more so because of people like President Jo.



    



    For the first time, Hyunseo's intense reaction seemed to surprise Lee Haeseong. He quickly softened his expression to calm Hyunseo down.



    



    “Are you on my side?”



    



    “Vice President, you’re a good person.”



    



    With his head bowed and his voice tight, he repeated the words stubbornly like a child. Lee Haeseong stepped closer and ruffled Hyunseo's hair.



    



    “That's right, I'm a good person. Who said I was a bad guy that made Hongseo upset? Huh? Who said that?”



    



    His playful teasing, like soothing a baby, made Hyunseo unable to help but chuckle. When he looked up, he saw the warm smile looking down at him. It was the familiar Lee Haeseong that Hyunseo had grown accustomed to.



    



    “Thank you for saying that. I always want to be a good person in front of you.”



    



    “……”



    



    “Still, if it means preventing you from going through such things, I would act the same way again, no matter what.”



    



    If it weren’t for you, I would have had to comply with President Jo's demands. The situation where he offered me five chances to become his boyfriend felt more mundane than what had just happened with President Jo.



    



    The crude and disgusting behavior you mentioned regarding President Jo.



    



    It was me who was being dragged into that.



    



    What would happen if I said that?



    



    Even if I didn't want to do it, even if I was blackmailed and threatened, what happened had happened. Even if he didn’t blame me, even if he sheltered me as a victim who was used, could I really handle my past and the things that had occurred as a partner?



    



    Lee Haeseong took Hyunseo’s hand and led him toward the sofa. Following him, Hyunseo pushed those thoughts from his mind.



    



    “It looks like everyone is having fun without us, so let’s just hide here.”



    



    He glanced down at the garden through the large window and smiled as he plopped down onto the sofa. He then pulled Hyunseo’s hand, encouraging him to sit beside him.



    



    They sat side by side on the long sofa, still holding hands, momentarily lost in their own thoughts. Lee Haeseong, completely sunk into the plush backrest, looked a bit tired. After all, he had just returned from a week-long business trip to Europe.



    



    Noticing Hyunseo’s gaze on him, he leaned his head back against the cushion and smiled faintly.



    



    “What are you thinking about?”



    



    “……”



    



    Seeing Hyunseo only smile without answering, it seemed he was still dwelling on the incident with President Jo.



    



    【“I can’t stand seeing Hongseo being bullied. It makes me angry.”】



    



    Lee Haeseong had said this before. But today, after witnessing such a sleazy scene, it was unlikely he would calm down easily. To redirect his thoughts elsewhere, Hyunseo decided to bring up something he was curious about.



    



    “Who was that person earlier?”



    



    “Who?”



    



    “The foreigner you were talking to. You greeted them very warmly.”



    



    “You were watching?”



    



    “…Yeah.”
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    “Were you watching?”



    



    “…Yeah.”



    



    He straightened his posture as he leaned back, sitting up straight.



    



    “I’ll be honest since it’s nothing to hide. You deserve to know, Hongseo.”



    



    “It’s a friend I’ve met before.”



    



    Hyunseo could guess the implications of having met this friend. Yet, part of him clung to the hope that perhaps when Lee Haeseong mentioned "friend," he was really just talking about a simple friendship.



    



    “So, having met means... you dated?”



    



    “It’s a bit embarrassing to say, but yes, that’s it.”



    



    Lee Haeseong chuckled shyly, bowing his head slightly as he rubbed the back of his neck.



    



    “We originally knew each other from the same high school. We developed a relationship after some time, but since it was long-distance and we were both really busy, it couldn't last long. Eventually, we decided it was better to part ways.”



    



    Lee Haeseong spoke matter-of-factly. It was all in the past, something trivial, as if it didn’t mean much to him. From what Hyunseo could gather, it was a relationship that hadn’t lasted long and wasn’t serious.



    



    Even so, Hyunseo still felt uneasy. The shock of this revelation was greater than what he felt from the incident with President Jo. The fact that he was more shocked than he expected was shocking in itself.



    



    “Is it okay for you to share this with me?”



    



    “Why not?”



    



    “Don’t you think I might spread it around or something?”



    



    Even if a mere idol were to expose Lee Haeseong's secret, it would probably be brushed off as a desperate ploy for attention and quickly forgotten. Still, it could potentially lead to some annoying complications for him.



    



    “Do you really think I’d do that?”



    



    At his question, Hyunseo shook his head several times while looking down at his hands resting on his lap.



    



    “I won’t say anything.”



    



    “……”



    



    “I will never say anything bad about you, Vice President.”



    



    Lee Haeseong paused for a moment, quietly gazing at Hyunseo's face. He wore a soft smile, but there was a hint of bitterness beneath it, as if he were touched but also saddened by the story.



    



    “Thank you. I believe in what you say too.”



    



    Though he trusted Hyunseo's words, he could not trust others. That implication seemed to convey a deeper meaning, and Hyunseo began to understand the bitterness behind Lee Haeseong's smile.



    



    Seeing the sadness in Lee Haeseong's gaze made Hyunseo want to change the subject quickly.



    



    “By the way, Vice President, you were married to that woman, right?”



    



    “……”



    



    Lee Haeseong tilted his head slightly, looking surprised that Hyunseo brought it up first. He usually initiated discussions about their relationship.



    



    Hyunseo added as an excuse, “I did some searching on you too.”



    



    “I thought everyone knew I was a divorced man; I guess I was overconfident if you found that out through a search.”



    



    The playfulness in his expression gradually faded, leaving only a somberness behind.



    



    “So you know I got divorced several years ago?”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    Because it was a ‘too clean’ divorce for someone from a chaebol family, various rumors had circulated online about the nature of his divorce. Speculation suggested that the divorce had been too easily settled given the overwhelming dominance of the ARA Group in the domestic market, implying that Lee Haeseong must bear the brunt of the blame.



    



    Despite the two years of marriage, excluding the separation period, the absence of children only fueled more sensational gossip.



    



    “I’ve never lived a life free from obligations or responsibilities since I was young. I never even thought about it.”



    



    He recalled CEO Myung's words, who had mocked him, saying he was a model chaebol scion who knew nothing but work.



    



    “I had a vague sense that I had some tendencies in that direction, but I thought it would be no problem to meet someone of the opposite sex, build a family, and live as part of ARA. I believed it was something achievable through effort. I had never emotionally connected or been intimate with someone of the same sex before marriage.”



    



    “……”



    



    “But I found it impossible to be intimate with my wife.”



    



    He spoke without hesitation, revealing his weakness and flaws like he had done when unveiling the secret room filled with cameras.



    



    “I could only acknowledge that it wasn’t something that could be resolved through effort after paying a tremendous price.”



    



    He added that he had to endure three years of separation because both families insisted that divorce was absolutely out of the question, chuckling bitterly.



    



    “So… about that person earlier…”



    



    At Hyunseo's cautious question, a smile returned to Lee Haeseong's face.



    



    It was a slip of the tongue, and only after seeing his reaction did Hyunseo realize what he had said. He felt warmth rush to his face in an instant and shook his head vigorously.



    



    “No, no! Please pretend you didn’t hear that.”



    



    “Just now, were you asking if I slept with Gaspar?”



    



    “Forget it, please.”



    



    “Were you jealous? Of Gaspar?”



    



    Lee Haeseong looked more amused than ever. He released Hyunseo's hand but then quickly pulled him back, refusing to let go.



    



    “It’s not jealousy or anything like that; I just thought you seemed to get along well! It was the first time I saw you in that light, so I was just curious about what kind of person he is…”



    



    Even though he knew that his rambling sounded suspicious, that was the best excuse he could come up with.



    



    Jealousy.



    



    He had never experienced such a feeling, so he didn’t know how to handle it adeptly.



    



    In an attempt to hide his nearly crimson face, Hyunseo had no choice but to bow his head. Lee Haeseong did not press further. Instead, he leaned his forehead against the back of Hyunseo's neck.



    



    “Hongseo, do I look like I’m just waiting patiently?”



    



    “……”



    



    “But that’s not the case.”



    



    “……”



    



    “Every time you show a little vulnerability, it makes me anxious to push in closer.”



    



    “That doesn’t seem like the case…”



    



    With his head lowered, Hyunseo mumbled. His attention was completely focused on the warmth of Lee Haeseong's body against his sensitive skin, and he could feel the emotional strain beginning to build up.



    



    “It sounds like you’re saying it doesn’t look like you’re dissatisfied?”



    



    His breath was so close that it felt like he was blowing into her heart. Because of that, Hongseo found herself wanting to hold her breath.



    



    Their hands were tightly clasped together. His forehead was resting against her nape. She could feel his breath against her heart. It was dizzying and suffocating.



    



    “Do you want me to get more worked up because of you?”



    



    Lee Haeseong lifted his head, breaking contact with Hongseo’s neck, making it easier for her to breathe. However, she felt a pang of regret. She wanted to stay close, even if it was suffocating. She couldn’t quite understand it herself.



    



    Lee Haeseong's other hand moved toward her hair. He gently tidied the strands that were already neatly arranged, pulling their joined hands tightly against his chest.



    



    “Are you feeling anxious? Worried it’s just a whim of a chaebol?”



    



    “……..”



    



    “There’s no need to be anxious or worried. You’re the first person to make me feel this way, and my feelings are serious enough to frighten you… I mean it.”



    



    Did he say such things to that charming foreigner as well?



    



    Even if it had been a light relationship, it was still a connection between adults. He must have been intimate with that person, too, right? Just thinking about it made her feel as if her body were on fire.



    



    It was the first time she had experienced such intense emotions for someone else, and Hongseo didn't know how to handle it. The sweet and sour excitement, the tug of jealousy, the longing for someone… those feelings were overwhelming and foreign to her. She had spent her days just trying to endure without crumbling under the pressure. That alone had been exhausting.



    



    Yet, he had managed to pry open a gap in her heart and introduce a rhythm into her life, which she had wanted to keep as a straight line, free from any ups or downs.



    



    She stared blankly at her hand, resting on his chest, feeling the warmth of his body.



    



    “I feel like five times might be enough.”



    



    When they had walked together on Namsan, she had never expected to say something like this to him. But the words flowed from her lips effortlessly, overshadowing the previous distance and discomfort she had felt towards a VIP. It was as if she was simply stating something that had already been decided long ago.



    



    “While you were on your business trip, time felt like it wouldn’t pass.”



    



    “……”



    



    “I usually… would search for my name on my phone whenever I had a chance, checking the comments, seeing how people reacted on communities and social media. But during that week in Thailand, I ended up searching for your name even more. I wanted to see if any other articles came out…”



    



    He fixed his gaze on Hongseo without flinching.



    



    “Did I really have to fill it in five times before deciding?”



    



    When she asked cautiously, he shook his head gently and smiled.



    



    “No, it doesn’t have to be like that. Just do what you want, Hongseo.” He took a long breath and asked once more, as if seeking confirmation. “But are you really okay with me? If it turns out to be a burden later, it would hurt me too.”



    



    “How could I not like you when you treat me so well?”



    



    “Do you really like me? Not just a passing fancy?”



    



    “…Yes.”



    



    She felt uneasy about the fact that they weren’t officially dating, nor had they been intimate with each other.



    



    Though she had asked, she hadn’t expected such a clear affirmation. The expression on her face seemed to convey her disbelief.



    



    In the next moment, his surprised expression melted into a gentle smile. She had thought he would be delighted, but there was a hint of pain behind that smile. Was it because of President Jo…?



    



    He wrapped his arms around the back of Hongseo's neck and slowly pulled her closer. This time, her forehead rested against his shoulder. His warm lips whispered in her ear.



    



    “You really make it so hard for me.”
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    **Choi Hong-seo Cast as Lead in Director Kang Woo-hyun’s *Cream Mansion*… Fans Anticipate His First Film**



    



    Choi Hong-seo, leader of the idol group “Layered” and an actor, has been officially cast in the film *Cream Mansion*.



    



    Today, his agency UB Entertainment announced, “Choi Hong-seo will greet audiences once again as an actor. As this is his first film role, he’s both nervous and excited, and he’s working very hard. We ask for your support and interest.”



    



    *Cream Mansion*, the latest film by Kang Woo-hyun, a director renowned internationally after winning awards at festivals such as Berlin, Venice, and Toronto, will feature Choi Hong-seo as Ji-woo Hwang, a mysterious resident of the enigmatic “Cream Mansion.” Known for his stable acting in various dramas, Choi Hong-seo has drawn positive reviews, and fans are curious to see what he’ll bring to the big screen.



    



    ---



    



    **Comments on the Article**



    



    *ugarn*** / Uh... which fans are we talking about here? Because, frankly, many film fans around me are just outraged at this casting choice.



    



    *skpop*** / I’ve been a fan of Hong-seo for 6 years, but let’s be real—he’s good *for an idol-turned-actor*, but he’s really not a fit for a Kang Woo-hyun film.



    



    *suwing g*** / @kpop*** Hong-seo didn’t even debut six years ago. If you’re going to pretend to be a fan, at least fact-check yourself.



    



    ㄴㄴ123k*k*** / @wing*** Regardless of debut year, casting Choi Hong-seo in a Kang Woo-hyun film is a mistake. Has he ever taken on a role requiring serious acting skills? Calling his acting “stable” is honestly laughable.



    



    *s shotp*** / @123k*** Totally agree. He picked roles that made him look better, and his acting skills got overhyped. This is where the hype bubble will burst, and his real ability will show.



    



    *txgu** / Wasn’t the role’s audition pool like, 900:1? Seems they had Hong-seo chosen from the start and just put on a show with the audition process. I feel bad for the other actors who prepared so hard for it.



    



    *suskyb* / @txgu*** Those who spread baseless rumors like this deserve to be sued.



    



    *sufree* / @skyb*** Rumors spread for a reason, you know? Do you honestly believe they picked Choi Hong-seo as the top choice after a fair 900-person audition? That’s laughable.



    



    *493se*** / Let’s be honest, Kang Woo-hyun’s movies don’t really succeed domestically. He’s known for international acclaim, not box office hits. An idol should stick to fame and money; why chase prestige?



    



    *sjong*** / I had to reread the article because I thought I misread it. I heard the production budget is over 10 billion won—did the director make a compromise to secure funding? I’ve been a long-time fan of Kang Woo-hyun, so this is truly disappointing.



    



    *u swkdd*** / @jong*** What makes you think Choi Hong-seo’s bringing in the budget? A lot of people still don’t even know who he is. Might as well claim he’s in because he cozied up to Kang Woo-hyun or something.



    



    ---



    



    **On the way to the salon before his next schedule.**



    



    In the back seat, Choi Hong-seo scrolled through the article comments and pulled the brim of his hat down further. His chest felt tight.



    



    He knew intellectually that these criticisms were part of what every idol-turned-actor faces, especially for a debut film. And with Kang Woo-hyun, a director known for art-house films, he expected even more pushback. He’d also braced himself, knowing the general public—not just his fans—would react strongly.



    



    But understanding it in his mind didn’t stop the emotional blow. He felt like he couldn’t breathe and took several deep breaths.



    



    The senior manager in the passenger seat sensed the tension and looked back at him quickly.



    



    “You’re reading the comments again, aren’t you? Hand over the phone.”



    



    “I’m not reading the comments.”



    



    “I’ve known you for years now. I can tell just by looking at you. I was wondering why you’d been so quiet lately. Is it really that hard to avoid the comments?”



    



    “Well, if someone was talking about you, wouldn’t you want to know? Wouldn’t it be easier to ignore if you didn’t know what people were saying?”



    



    “You think that’s the same?”



    



    “What’s different?”



    



    “Whatever. Just give me the phone. It’s confiscated for a while.”



    



    The manager reached an arm into the back seat, trying to grab it. Whenever negative comments started stressing Choi Hong-seo out, the agency would go to extreme measures like confiscating his phone. But right now, there was a reason he couldn’t let his phone go.



    



    “Fine, I won’t look. I won’t even read the articles anymore.”



    



    The manager gave him a dubious look, but Choi Hong-seo clutched the phone, slipping it into his pocket to make sure it stayed with him. He couldn’t give up his contact with Lee Sung-hyuk.



    



    “Hey, but… can we add another acting class to my schedule?”



    



    “What? Where’s the time for that?”



    



    “Just one extra session a week. Isn’t there a way to fit that in?”



    



    “The only free time you’ve got left is after midnight. Are you planning to ask the instructor to hold classes at that hour?”



    



    “……”



    



    “Four hours a week is already intense with your current schedule. It’s not just acting practice; you’re doing dance rehearsals too. You’ll have plenty of prep time before shooting. You can step it up then.”



    



    "They're saying you got cast without even auditioning. But you went through the same grueling competition from the first round as everyone else."



    



    “Don’t you get it yet? They’re not criticizing your skills for real. There are people who won’t acknowledge you no matter how much you practice, even if you reach a top-level acting ability. You just have to ignore it.”



    



    “I want to ignore it, but… I just can’t.”



    



    “You’re really something. You’ve got so many fans, and you still worry about those few who criticize you? You’re adding practice sessions just to win over the people who don’t like you. Why bother? You’ve got fans everywhere who adore you.”



    



    “Some people can’t control their feelings like that.”



    



    “Try to control them. You’re tough-minded in every other situation, so why are you only weak here? You can do it. Choi Hong-seo, fighting!”



    



    The manager ended the conversation abruptly and took a call that had come in, diverting his attention from Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Choi Hong-seo sank back into the seat and pulled his bucket hat down to completely cover his face.



    



    Whenever criticisms about his skills started circulating, Choi Hong-seo coped by adding more practice hours. While he couldn’t change baseless dislike, he believed he could counter critiques of his skill through effort. Whether it was dancing, singing, or acting, practice helped him feel less suffocated. Improvement gave him hope that those critics might eventually see him in a new light.



    



    Though he signed with UB Entertainment initially because he was tempted by the idea of paying off his debts quickly, he had developed a passion for the work as he prepared for his debut. The idea of being treated as something less than human, enduring humiliation, and being used as a tool for others’ inappropriate desires—none of that was acceptable to him as a career. While there may be people somewhere who pursue that line of work with professionalism and pride, Choi Hong-seo knew he couldn’t.



    



    "Choi Hong-seo of Layered" was the first productive role ever given to him.



    



    When he was made the leader simply because he was the oldest, he didn’t mind. Instead, it gave him the drive and responsibility to make the team a success, pay off his debts, and free himself from Director Myung.



    



    Maybe that’s why.



    



    In real life, he could brush off anyone saying negative things about him, but each and every line of the public’s evaluation weighed on him. Since starting acting, the broader public interest had come with even greater stress.



    



    Throughout his life, he had been used as a mere tool by family, school, and later society, but here, at least as Choi Hong-seo the singer and actor, he wanted to be recognized for real.



    



    Completely hiding his face with his hat, Choi Hong-seo fidgeted with his phone in his pocket.



    



    He wanted to reach out. He wanted to meet him. Even though he knew he was busy and had an important schedule the next day, he couldn’t shake the urge. It was a side of Choi Hong-seo he didn’t recognize.



    



    He lifted his hat, took out his phone, and opened his messaging app.



    



    **Carrot Seller:** “The official announcement has finally been released.”



    



    **Carrot Seller:** “How does it feel, Mr. Lead Actor?”



    



    **Me:** “I’m nervous.”



    



    **Carrot Seller:** “Don’t tell me you haven’t eaten anything since this morning?”



    



    **Me:** “I’m okay. I don’t even feel hungry…”



    



    **Carrot Seller:** “Should I send some of your favorite foods over to the salon?”



    



    **Me:** “I don’t think I could eat anything right now. I’m really sorry. ”



    



    **Carrot Seller:** “Not even cookies or pie?”



    



    **Me:** “I’ll feel better after about five hours from now, once the news has settled. I’ll make sure to eat then.”



    



    **Me:** “I feel bad for making you worry when you’re so busy. ”



    



    **Carrot Seller:** “I’d rather you be honest than lie just to keep me from worrying.”



    



    **Carrot Seller:** “Besides, worrying about you is kind of a boyfriend privilege, you know. ”



    



    **Carrot Seller:** “Thinking about you not having eaten all this time is hard to bear…”



    



    **Carrot Seller:** “But eating just to eat isn’t good either, I guess.”



    



    **Me:** “I’ll eat as soon as I feel better. Really.”



    



    **Carrot Seller:** “Promise?”



    



    **Me:** “Promise.”



    



    **Carrot Seller:** “Such a good kid.”



    



    **Carrot Seller:** “Starting work now, but I’ll text you later.”

  

  
    Chapter 42
  
  
    It was a conversation they’d had just twenty minutes ago.



    



    Since returning from his business trip to Europe, Lee Haesung had been busier than ever, organizing the trip details and incorporating them into his work. The executives at ARA Electronics were holding emergency meetings daily, and Lee Haesung, who used to go to the office in Yeoksam only three or four times a week, had increased his attendance to stay updated on the meeting outcomes.



    



    Because of this, despite officially becoming a couple, they hadn’t been able to secure much time for dates. Thirty minutes, or at most an hour, usually spent together while driving was all they had.



    



    And starting tomorrow, they wouldn’t even have the chance for those brief meetings for at least three days.



    



    The CEO of a Dutch semiconductor equipment manufacturing company was visiting Korea at Lee Haesung’s invitation.



    



    This company held a monopoly on supplying critical equipment essential for semiconductor manufacturing globally, so not only ARA but also major semiconductor firms in the U.S. and Taiwan were competing fiercely to secure equipment from them.



    



    The very fact that Haesung had succeeded in inviting the CEO was regarded as a significant achievement from his recent business trip. As a result, after his return from Europe, the stock prices of ARA Electronics and other ARA affiliates had been rising.



    



    All he’d told Choi Hong-seo was that an important guest from the Netherlands was coming, so the rest was what Hong-seo had found out by researching the news. He’d never been interested in economics, nor did he have the capacity to be, but recently, he’d been frequently looking up information about ARA—almost as often as he searched about himself.



    



    During this visit, Haesung was scheduled to personally guide the CEO through ARA Electronics’ headquarters and exhibition hall, as well as the factory in Gwangju, along with accompanying him on a few personal sightseeing plans.



    



    They’d already discussed that after the schedule wrapped up, they’d take a breather and finally find time to meet.



    



    But he wanted to see him. Even if just for a moment, he wanted to meet him.



    



    The feeling of having someone to turn to when going through hard times.



    



    Having someone to rely on.



    



    For Choi Hong-seo, that was a foreign sensation. Until now, emotional pain wasn’t something that improved just by meeting someone. On the contrary, being alone was better, and most of the time, he’d cope by shutting himself up in the practice room.



    



    But why did he want to see him now? Would meeting him solve anything? It wouldn’t, but still, why did he want to see him?



    



    While marveling at this strange feeling, he impulsively sent a message as he fiddled with his phone.



    



    "Do you happen to have any free time today? It’s fine if it’s late or just ten minutes. I’d be okay with that."



    



    "Why? Do you want to see me?"



    



    Though he’d said he was working, “Carrot Seller” replied immediately. And before Hong-seo could even decide on his response, another message arrived.



    



    "I have some time before my schedule starts. How about I call you in about 10 minutes? Will you be able to pick up?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    *Why? Do you want to see me?*



    



    If he were here, his face would’ve been bright with playful eyes and a teasing smile.



    



    This VIP who never seemed to find it troublesome, who cheerfully responded to a brief ten-minute meetup, without a moment’s hesitation.



    



    From his youth to now, no adult around Hong-seo had ever treated him this way. He’d only known adults who neglected him, ignored him, mistreated him, deceived him, or used him…



    



    Maybe it’s because we’re a couple. Is this how all couples treat each other? He wondered. But somehow, it didn’t seem likely. It was hard to believe anyone could be as kind as Haesung.



    



    Before he knew it, the car had arrived at the salon. Busy with the thought of having to answer his call, Hong-seo hurriedly rushed into the salon, almost at a run.



    



    “Hey, I need to take an important call before starting my shampoo.”



    



    “An important call?”



    



    “Yeah. It won’t take long. My room’s number three, right?”



    



    The managers jokingly called Hong-seo the "Sales Director of Layered." Without knowing exactly what kind of “sales” he was handling, they believed that with his natural charm and people skills, he had a knack for getting in good with “the big shots.” For the UB managers, cooperating with his “important calls” or “sudden meetings” was a rule, assuming these were “sales” authorized by CEO Myung.



    



    “Want me to get you a coffee?”



    



    One of the managers, chatting with the salon’s head stylist by the entrance, called up to him as he raced up the stairs.



    



    “Oh? Yeah, coffee, please!”



    



    “An iced one?”



    



    “Yup, iced!”



    



    As Hong-seo continued up the stairs, responding absentmindedly, the stylist behind him chuckled and said, "What’s got him in such a hurry? I've never seen him rush like this."



    



    Once he entered the private room on the second floor, Hong-seo did something unusual—he locked the door. Just as he sat down in front of the mirror, a call came in from “Carrot Seller.”



    



    “Yes, it’s me.”



    



    Instead of words, he was greeted by laughter on the other end of the line.



    



    “…What?”



    



    [Just the way you answered, like you were waiting right by the phone… it was adorable.] “Oh…”



    



    No one had ever called his small actions cute, aside from fans. As the oldest member and leader of his group, he wasn’t the type to rely on others, and nobody around him ever viewed him as “cute.”



    



    “Weren’t you busy with work earlier?”



    



    [Yeah, but it wasn’t a meeting, just some brief reports in my office, so it’s fine. Everyone was happy when I suggested taking a short break.]



    



    With his hair half-washed, his reflection looked a mess. He ran his fingers through his tousled hair, trying to smooth it down, and murmured a half-hearted excuse.



    



    “Um… you don’t need to pay much attention to that last message. It was just an impulsive thing.”



    



    [It was an impulse to see me.]



    



    “……”



    



    [Even if it was just for ten minutes.]



    



    “……”



    



    [Wasn’t it?]



    



    His straightforward way of speaking was sometimes surprising, but it wasn’t unpleasant. In the end, he couldn’t deny it. It just made him a bit embarrassed.



    



    “It’s true, but… you’ve got an important schedule starting tomorrow. We’d already agreed not to meet for the next three days… I wasn’t trying to be demanding.”



    



    [I’d like it if you did make demands of me.]



    



    “Wouldn’t that bother you?”



    



    [If my boyfriend told me he missed me so much he couldn’t focus, even if it was just for ten minutes, how could that bother me?]



    



    In the mirror, he could see his face turning red almost instantly. Though he couldn’t see him, Hong-seo covered his cheeks, murmuring as if trying to hide his face.



    



    “I didn’t exactly say it like that.”



    



    [Even when you speak in that slightly grumpy voice, it’s so cute.]



    



    His low, warm laughter drifted through the phone. After the laughter faded, his voice softened, tender and reassuring, urging him not to overthink it.



    



    [Let’s meet tonight. I want to see you, too.]



    



    Hearing those words was like magic.



    



    “In that case… I’ll come to your place.”



    



    [My place?]



    



    “I’m the one who pushed to meet, so…”



    



    [Alright. You’re always welcome at my place.]



    



    The anxiety that had taken hold of him from the negative comments was already beginning to heal. Normally, he would have agonized in a sensitive state for days, waiting for the media interest to die down.



    



    Staring at the unfamiliar expression in his reflection, Hong-seo wondered: Do all relationships have this kind of power? Or is it just that ours is special? That he’s special?



    



    @



    



    Since the home date was sudden and it was late at night, there wasn’t much they could do. With both of them having commitments the next day, drinking was out, so they settled on watching a movie together.



    



    As soon as Hong-seo arrived, Haesung led him to the second-floor home theater. True to his reputation as a movie fan, the room was elegantly designed solely for movie-watching.



    



    “It really feels like a theater with no windows.”



    



    Looking around at the walls adorned with rare, original movie posters, the oversized screen, and the high-quality sound system, Hong-seo was impressed.



    



    Since Haesung’s penthouse was the highest in the mansion, every room was naturally expected to have windows. Yet, like his camera storage room, the home theater also had none. This lent both rooms a unique, secret base-like feel, separated from the outside world.



    



    It felt like these spaces served as secret sanctuaries, places where he could set aside the responsibilities of ARA and simply be the person, Haesung.



    



    “I don’t usually invite anyone here. I think you might be the first,” Haesung said, glancing over at him while bringing up the screen with the remote.

  

  
    Chapter 43
  
  
    "Don’t people usually watch movies on dates? I think anyone would love it here if they came over."



    



    "Hmm… most of the people I dated were foreigners. Even when we watched movies together, there weren’t many opportunities to invite them over and watch here."



    



    "Oh…"



    



    Hong-seo nodded, lightly stroking his arm under his short sleeve. So he mostly dated foreigners. That probably felt safer.



    



    He thought back to the man he had seen at the last party—a foreigner, someone who exuded a vibe of growing up in a similar world to Haesung’s. Had Haesung always dated people like that? If so, why did he choose someone like him this time—someone who was neither a foreigner nor from a similar background?



    



    Questions bubbled up inside, but they were difficult to put into words.



    



    “Take a seat.”



    



    Haesung gestured toward the sofa in front of the screen. The sofa was deep, with high, soft backrests, and just the right length for one or two people to comfortably enjoy a movie together. It was clear the space wasn’t meant for hosting a crowd.



    



    "So, how did you choose that movie? It’s quite old."



    



    "It’s a classic. I’ve always wanted to see it at least once."



    



    "……"



    



    "And the title…"



    



    His words trailed off, a bit nervous. Even though he was trying to gather the courage, saying something like this still didn’t come easy.



    



    As he was standing there, connecting the projector to the streaming platform, Haesung looked down at him, one eyebrow raised, as if he couldn’t believe it.



    



    "You wanted to watch *Love Story* with me because of the title?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    Even though he couldn’t bring himself to say it first, he at least wanted to answer honestly when Haesung asked. As he nodded in confirmation, a warm smile spread across Haesung’s face. Then, as if something had crossed his mind, his expression shifted, and he narrowed his brows, gesturing toward the screen with the remote.



    



    "But you know how it ends, right?"



    



    "Yes, I do."



    



    After pressing his lips together for a moment, he shrugged playfully.



    



    "Well, we’re going to have a happy ending."



    



    Just as Haesung was searching for *Love Story* in the movie list, there was a knock at the door.



    



    It was Kang, the chief of staff, bringing drinks himself. As he entered, Hong-seo, feeling flustered, stood up.



    



    "Excuse me."



    



    Kang placed the drinks on the table, and Hong-seo waited until he straightened up, then gave a small bow.



    



    "Thank you. I’ll enjoy this."



    



    "It’s no trouble at all. Let me know if you need anything else."



    



    Haesung had personally escorted him in and out before, so he rarely crossed paths with the other staff. It seemed Haesung had arranged things that way to make him feel more comfortable. But since he had formally introduced Kang to him, they had at least seen each other before. Still, the awkwardness was hard to shake.



    



    Noticing Hong-seo’s discomfort, Haesung smiled with a hint of amusement.



    



    "Try to get friendly with Chief Kang. You’ll be seeing each other a lot."



    



    "I’ll make sure you feel comfortable," Kang replied with polite formality, making Hong-seo break out in a slight sweat. He had no idea how to navigate a relationship with someone who worked in his boyfriend’s household; it felt as challenging as meeting a partner’s parents.



    



    "Uh… thank you. I look forward to it."



    



    Unconsciously, Hong-seo edged closer to Haesung. Little by little, the distance closed until he was touching Haesung’s arm, gripping his elbow.



    



    Watching him cling to him nervously in front of the unfamiliar figure seemed to amuse Haesung, who looked down at him with a barely restrained smile.



    



    "Is Kang scaring you? He does look a little intimidating."



    



    "No! I didn’t say that!"



    



    Worried Kang might misunderstand, Hong-seo emphatically waved his hands in denial. Yet, he didn’t let go of Haesung’s arm.



    



    "I understand. If I were to be honest, the Vice President here is probably the scarier one."



    



    Hong-seo couldn’t help but laugh, even though Kang’s face remained perfectly expressionless.



    



    “Think of me as a hotel butler,” he said before leaving, which finally let Hong-seo relax his shoulders.



    



    "You stayed so close to me while Kang was here…"



    



    Haesung glanced down at the now-empty spot beside him, looking slightly disappointed. Catching his meaning, Hong-seo, feeling bashful, turned the conversation in another direction, scolding him.



    



    "Why did you say that earlier?"



    



    "Hmm? Say what?"



    



    "Saying that Kang looked scary…”



    



    “Oh, don’t worry about that. Kang doesn’t mind; he and I joke around so you can get comfortable more easily."



    



    With a casual smile, he put the remote on the table. The opening screen of *Love Story* was already displayed on the screen. Sitting down beside him, Haesung used a different remote to dim the lights.



    



    "Chief Kang prepared a tea that’s good for reducing puffiness since you’ve got a schedule tomorrow. It’s probably best we both avoid alcohol tonight anyway."



    



    “Really? I feel bad for making him go to that trouble. I didn’t even thank him properly…”



    



    Looking as if he were about to dash out of the room to find Kang, Haesung pressed him gently back into his seat and placed a large tumbler of tea in his hand. The tea was prepared in a generous, chilled portion, perfect for sipping throughout the movie.



    



    "Kang’s just doing his job. No need to get so anxious each time. Go on, try it."



    



    “Please, tell him I really appreciated it, okay?”



    



    "Alright."



    



    "I mean it, Vice President. You have to."



    



    Haesung turned toward him, his face full of amusement, as Hongseo, who rarely initiated physical contact, held onto his collar, trying to get a promise. Haesung leaned in, his face coming close.



    



    "Of course. How could I ignore something you ask of me? So, shall we start the movie?"



    



    Now that the tension brought on by Chief Kang was gone, a different kind of tension filled the space—the nervous excitement of watching a movie alone together in a dim room. This tension was so thick and close that even his breathing quieted on its own.



    



    “What do you say about a woman who died at twenty-five?”



    



    The film began with a shot of a man’s back, looking out over a wide, snowy field.



    



    It was a classic tearjerker romance, with a famous OST that’s still referenced and shown in clips on various broadcasts today. Even though the storyline was simple, the captivating performances by the actors who carried it along had earned the film a place on his "must-watch" list.



    



    The 90-minute runtime passed by quicker than he expected, without the boredom he had worried about.



    



    The movie ended where it had begun, returning to the opening scene. The cyclical structure, though considered a bit clichéd nowadays, seemed to hint that even though one of them was no longer in the world, their love would repeat endlessly, never truly ending.



    



    "It left more of an impression than I thought."



    



    Haesung’s voice carried a note of surprise. Hongseo nodded enthusiastically in agreement. He’d gotten so drawn in halfway through that half of the tea Kang had prepared was still left in his cup.



    



    "I’d avoided it until now, thinking it’d be a typical tearjerker that forced sadness. Of course, it’s not the freshest story by today’s standards, but it was still different from what I expected. What did you think, Hongseo?"



    



    “I was actually looking forward to that famous scene where they run through the snow together. I was a bit disappointed because it doesn’t really play a special role in the plot… but watching them in that moment, you could feel how full of happiness and love they were… Even though it didn’t add much to the story, you could just tell how much they loved each other. It made me think, ‘So this is what it means for acting to fill in the gaps of a story.’ It’s amazing to think they could create that feeling without actually being in love…”



    



    Listening intently, Haesung turned fully toward him, saying, "I guess because you're an actor, you really focus on the performances."



    



    "I’m not quite an actor yet…"



    



    Comments from earlier in the day came back to him. They had dismissed his talent, mocked him, and accused him of using his body to secure roles. It hurt to think of the way people assumed things about him. Even though he’d had to comply with Chairman Myung’s demands, he’d never exchanged his body for roles. Not to mention, as a high-ranking executive, Chairman Myung didn’t even see the network contacts as potential clients. But he never got a chance to explain that. Truth wasn’t what they were interested in anyway.



    



    "I think you're being way too modest. You’ve earned respect for your talent. Most of all, Director Kang, who never compromises on his work, chose you—be confident in that."



    



    Hongseo tried to focus on Haesung’s words. He didn’t want anything to ruin this moment.



    



    Even though the movie had ended, neither of them made a move to get up. It was like they were reluctant to part, lingering together in the same spot like any other couple.



    



    Sitting with his right arm draped over the back of the sofa, Haesung turned completely toward Hongseo and gently took his hand with his left.



    



    "If you can stay a bit longer… would you help me pick out a tie?"



    



    "A tie?"



    



    “I’ve got an important appointment tomorrow, but I haven’t picked a tie yet. I don’t think I’ll be able to decide without your help.”



    



    Hongseo glanced at his watch. His manager had gone home, and he was planning to take a cab back anyway. There was no one to question him for getting home late because of his meeting with Haesung. More than anything, he simply didn’t want to leave just yet.



    



    “Yes, that’s fine. I can stay a bit longer.”



    



    He said it clearly, looking him straight in the eyes, without any hint of shyness.
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    His dressing room looked like the men’s luxury section of a department store.



    



    The sheer amount of clothes was overwhelming, with suits and casual wear organized into separate areas. Given his position as the face of ARA, it was inevitable that he had to be mindful of his image whenever he appeared in the media.



    



    About 200 to 300 ties were neatly displayed on dedicated racks so he could see them all at a glance without having to pull them out individually. There was even a whole section just for striped ties.



    



    "I don’t usually take so much time picking clothes, but when it’s an important event, I’ll wear whatever the stylist picks. That suit over there is what I’ll wear tomorrow."



    



    Following the direction of his hand, Hongseo spotted a gray suit hanging on display.



    



    "But when it comes to ties, I always choose one myself, specifically a diagonal-striped one."



    



    As he ran his fingers over the line of neatly arranged ties, he continued. Just like his hobby of collecting cameras, this was something that wouldn’t be found on Wikipedia.



    



    "Just like you have a habit of counting with your fingers before you go on stage."



    



    "Huh? How did you know that?"



    



    "Why are you so surprised? Even rookie ‘Caspers’ know about it." "Caspers?"



    



    The word surprised him so much that Hongseo couldn’t help but laugh.



    



    ‘Casper’ was the name of the fan base for *Layered*. It was named after the character from *Casper the Friendly Ghost*, a title Hongseo had come up with after careful thought. The band’s translucent white light sticks lit up blue, resembling Casper. Beyond appearance, Casper’s warm-hearted, friendly nature reflected how Hongseo thought of his fans.



    



    "I think I qualify as a Casper. By now, there’s not much I don’t know about your career, Hongseo."



    



    "It just doesn’t really suit you to call yourself a Casper, Vice President."



    



    "I’m even thinking about finding a light stick on the resale market."



    



    The idea of Haesung scouring a resale app to buy a *Layered* light stick was too funny for Hongseo, who had to stifle his laughter.



    



    Still wearing that deadpan expression, Haesung couldn’t help but laugh along with him.



    



    "Anyway, just like how you count with your fingers before going on stage, I always wear a diagonal-striped tie on important days."



    



    "…"



    



    "I’m not a religious person, and I don’t believe in superstitions, so I don’t have many habits or routines. But somehow, I’ve kept to this one."



    



    His eyes softened for a moment as if he was tracing back to an old memory.



    



    "The first time my father praised me for my potential as a leader, I was wearing a diagonal-striped tie. That’s probably when it started."



    



    Haesung picked out one of the many ties and held it in his hand.



    



    "Sometimes, I feel really afraid and uncertain. I wonder if my decisions will lead to the outcomes I expect. I doubt myself, wondering if I’m doing the right thing."



    



    "…"



    



    "I want to believe that this tie will bring me luck and give me some peace of mind."



    



    Haesung looked over at Hongseo to lighten the mood. His face, which had momentarily seemed dark, was back to its usual softness.



    



    "This one… and this one. Which do you think looks better?"



    



    Holding two ties under his chin, he asked.



    



    "I don’t have the best fashion sense."



    



    "It doesn’t matter. What matters is that you picked it. I think it would make me more confident than usual."



    



    "Then… this one."



    



    Hongseo chose a navy tie with red stripes. Haesung immediately returned the other tie to its original place. Then he draped the chosen tie under the collar of the suit on display.



    



    "My boyfriend has good taste. Maybe I should only wear ties picked by you from now on."



    



    As he exaggeratedly complimented a simple choice, he turned to Hongseo and smiled. Hongseo moved closer to him and, gathering a bit of courage, spoke quietly from a step behind.



    



    "To me, Vice President, you seem like someone who can make anything in the world happen as you wish."



    



    He slowly turned around to face him.



    



    "So, I think everything you want will work out just fine."



    



    From their first meeting in Director Kang’s office, to the news articles, and the opening ceremonies of parties… in every moment, Haesung had seemed like the master of the world to Hongseo.



    



    With little education and not enough wit, he felt embarrassed that this was all he could say. Still, he wanted to express it. He wanted him to know how dazzling he looked in his eyes. Not simply because he was set to inherit ARA Group, but because he was someone who truly suited that position.



    



    In his eyes, he was the only person worthy of the title of VVIP.



    



    Standing by the suit, with the tie draped over its shoulder, Haesung held Hongseo’s face in both hands. Then he leaned down, gently resting his forehead against Hongseo’s.



    



    "There are still some things I can’t control, as you know."



    



    With his fingers, he softly traced his forehead, his eyes, and the tip of his nose.



    



    "Are you talking about me?"



    



    He nodded. Trapped within his hands, Hongseo looked away and murmured as if talking to himself.



    



    "In the end, I thought it was all going the way you wanted, after all."



    



    “Did you think just because I became your boyfriend, that everything you want will come true? You think of me too much like a saint.”



    



    “…”



    



    “I told you, I can be quite greedy.”



    



    His thumb, which had been gently caressing his cheek, now moved downward to softly stroke around his lips. It was as if every spot his fingers passed over held the promise of a kiss. Hongseo looked up at him, still fascinated by this man.



    



    Now that they were officially dating, he could do whatever he wanted.



    



    “But now that we’re together, are you still going to keep calling me Vice President?”



    



    His hand, which had been grazing Hongseo’s lips but hadn’t gone in for a kiss, reluctantly pulled away. He gestured for Hongseo to sit on the sofa on one side of the dressing room, where a small selection of drinks was already prepared.



    



    “Then, what should I call you?”



    



    “Well, what do you think?”



    



    As he opened a bottle of sparkling water and poured it into Hongseo’s glass, he looked genuinely amused. Then, as if a brilliant idea had struck him, his eyes sparkled as he suggested:



    



    “To make us feel closer, how about calling me ‘Hyung’—Haesung Hyung?”



    



    “But I couldn’t possibly call you that.”



    



    “Technically, I’m not even your Vice President, am I? Isn’t it a little unromantic to call your boyfriend by a title?”



    



    Although he knew in his head they were in a relationship, it hadn’t fully sunk in. They would text each other often, report on their days, try to spend even a bit of time together, and here he was, visiting Haesung’s home for a date… but sometimes, it felt like he was just being indulged and adored like a younger sibling.



    



    He’d ruffle his hair, hold his hand, and sometimes carefully embrace him, but nothing more.



    



    Hongseo understood his desire not to rush the physical side of things, but he needed something more to feel the reality of their relationship. Though physical intimacy didn’t necessarily indicate emotional progress, its absence made the whole relationship feel somewhat hazy.



    



    Taking a sip of the sparkling water Haesung poured him, Hongseo put his cup down on the table and said,



    



    “Then… should I call you Ahjusshi?”



    



    “…”



    



    He feigned an offended expression—so serious that it only made Hongseo laugh.



    



    “That’s about as unsexy as it gets. Who would want to kiss an *Ahjusshi*? Rejected.”



    



    The word “kiss” from his lips felt like a kiss flooding over his entire body. Just knowing that he was thinking about kissing, about things like that with him, was electrifying.



    



    Hongseo tried his best to seem unfazed, but he couldn’t bring himself to look him in the face.



    



    “But you called yourself *Ahjusshi* first, remember? You’ve done it so many times.”



    



    “Hmm, I guess I did… digging my own grave there.”



    



    Haesung chuckled in a low voice. Then, he gently covered Hongseo’s hand, which had been loosely holding his cup on the table. His fingers slid between Hongseo’s, lacing their hands together with a tenderness that tickled like a caress.



    



    “Would you like to stay over tonight?”



    



    “…”



    



    The unexpected invitation made his heart race. This time, he couldn’t hide the tremble.
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    “I’ll arrange for someone to take you straight to your schedule tomorrow.”



    



    “You have to leave at dawn… I feel like I’ll just be a burden to you.”



    



    He tried to speak calmly, but his voice was slightly tense.



    



    “I’ll get ready and go to work on my own. You can sleep in and leave when you’re ready.”



    



    If he claimed he had never thought about spending the night with him, that would be a lie.



    



    But picturing an actual night together was still difficult. Every time he imagined it, the scene would always end in the same place: lying in bed, fully clothed, gazing up at him.



    



    Even though he hadn’t expected Haesung to ask him to stay the night, it wasn’t something he wanted to avoid. In fact, he wanted it.



    



    But it seemed Haesung misunderstood his hesitation, thinking he was reluctant because it felt too soon for them to spend the night together.



    



    “There’s a guest room as well.”



    



    With those words, he was saying they wouldn’t be sharing a bed tonight.



    



    Even if you sleep here tonight, we won’t be sleeping together, so you don’t need to worry. That’s what he meant.



    



    “After spending this much time together tonight, I don’t want to let you go.”



    



    Pressing his lips gently to the back of Hongseo’s hand, still interlaced with his, he sighed sweetly, almost pleadingly.



    



    “Can’t you stay?”



    



    Even if it didn’t mean spending the night together in that way, Hongseo didn’t want to part from him either. Looking at his hand, which was almost touching Haesung’s lips, he averted his gaze and replied softly.



    



    “I’ll call my manager.”



    



    “…”



    



    “To tell him I’m staying out tonight.”



    



    ---



    



    Haesung’s bedroom was upstairs, where he kept his camera collection and movie room, while the guest room was downstairs. He followed Hongseo all the way to the guest room, personally ensuring he was comfortable. Although there wasn’t much to prepare, Haesung seemed to want to handle even the smallest detail himself.



    



    He fetched a charger from the drawer and plugged in his phone, pulled out the sheets neatly tucked under the mattress, and fluffed up the pillow. He even set out a set of pajamas for him—a simple blue striped set.



    



    “There are guest pajamas, but I didn’t want to put you in those. These are mine—would you wear them?”



    



    “Thank you.”



    



    The pajamas were neatly folded, light, and soft to the touch.



    



    “Alright, go ahead and wash up and get some rest. The bathroom’s attached, so you can use that… and there are fresh towels and a new toothbrush in the bathroom drawer… Is there anything else you might need?”



    



    Haesung glanced around the room, his hand rubbing the back of his neck, before finally dropping his arms and turning to face Hongseo.



    



    “Ah… But putting you up in the guest room just doesn’t feel right. Would you like to sleep in my room? I could stay in here instead.”



    



    “No, this room is already perfect. It feels like a hotel.”



    



    “That’s not the point… You’re my partner, not a guest. It doesn’t sit right with me to have you sleep here.”



    



    With a look of reluctance, he reached out, brushing his fingers through Hongseo’s hair. Every time his warm hand grazed his ear, Hongseo’s grip on the pajamas tightened.



    



    His hand drifted to the back of his neck, his fingertips gently scratching over his skin.



    



    “Would it be okay… if I stayed here with you tonight?”



    



    “What?”



    



    “I mean, it’s still the same room, but it’s a twin. I’d be on the other bed.”



    



    “Oh…”



    



    “Even when guys go on business trips, they often share rooms with twin beds, you know.”



    



    He pointed to the two beds set apart at a slight distance, trying to persuade him. But for Hongseo, there was no need for any of that explanation.



    



    After all, they were officially dating now, so why would he need an excuse just to sleep in the same room?



    



    “I don’t mind. If you’re okay with it, you can sleep here.”



    



    The hand on the back of his neck seemed to freeze for a moment, then the thumb traced upwards, gently threading through his hair. Hongseo’s shoulders flinched slightly.



    



    “Then I’ll take the bed over here.”



    



    “…Alright.”



    



    “I’ll just take a quick shower. Make yourself comfortable.”



    



    Maybe because it was late at night, his voice sounded a little more hushed than usual.



    



    While he showered, Hongseo felt completely out of it, like he was in a trance. He bumped his elbow on the shower door, dropped his toothbrush twice, and even over-squeezed the premium shampoo that he usually used sparingly.



    



    He knew that when Haesung said he’d be taking a shower, it didn’t mean anything more than that. Still, he found himself washing more meticulously than usual, making his shower much longer.



    



    When he finally dried his hair in the adjoining powder room and emerged, Haesung had already returned to the room.



    



    Sitting on the bed with his back turned, he looked up at the sound of footsteps.



    



    “…”



    



    “…”



    



    He was wearing long pajama pants and a plain black short-sleeved T-shirt. His hair, freshly washed, lay softly against his forehead instead of being styled as usual.



    



    Seeing him like this—so unguarded, so intimate—made Hongseo’s heart race.



    



    Perhaps Haesung was having similar thoughts, as his gaze traveled slowly over Hongseo, taking him in from head to toe.



    



    “Oh, um… it’s my clothes, so they’re a bit big on you.”



    



    Realizing he’d been staring in silence for too long, Haesung quickly looked away and stood up from the bed, setting aside the tablet he’d been holding and approaching him.



    



    Given the height and build difference, it was inevitable that Haesung’s clothes would be big on him. The pant legs nearly covered his indoor slippers, and only his fingernails peeked out from the oversized sleeves. The loose fit even made the collar look deeper.



    



    To maintain a stage-ready figure, he had always been mindful of his diet. Naturally thin, he’d still had to give up snacks he loved since becoming an idol. Despite dance practice and workouts, his body remained slender and toned.



    



    “I probably should’ve given you the guest pajamas…”



    



    Haesung seemed unusually flustered, even as he rolled up the pajama sleeves for him, never quite meeting his gaze.



    



    Being this close, Hongseo could catch the fresh scent that lingered on him.



    



    Whether he wore cologne or not, he always smelled good. But this was different—a clean, unadorned scent. Overcome with an urge, he wanted to reach out and embrace him, not out of desire but out of pure affection.



    



    Instead, he raised the collar of the pajama top and buried his nose and lips in it. Even if it wasn’t his natural scent, this was the clothing he’d sleep in. He found the faint smell comforting.



    



    “It’s fine, even if it’s big. It’s sleepwear, after all.”



    



    “Oh… right. That’s good, then.”



    



    He looked down at Hongseo sniffing his pajamas, but the moment their eyes met, he looked away again. This wasn’t the Haesung he was used to.



    



    Could it be he was also a little nervous?



    



    Even if they’d be in separate beds, they’d still be sleeping in the same room. It would have been strange not to feel some tension.



    



    “It’s already 2 a.m. You have to leave at nine tomorrow, right? Let’s get some sleep.”



    



    Glancing at the clock on the nightstand, he gently brushed the still-warm strands of Hongseo’s hair. His tone and actions seemed uncharacteristically flustered. He was clearly feeling unsettled and uncertain, a side Hongseo wasn’t familiar with. Even as he climbed into bed, he couldn’t look away from him.



    



    Eventually, Haesung noticed his gaze and cautiously asked.



    



    “Why… are you looking at me like that?”



    



    “It’s just… I’ve never seen you dressed like this. You look a lot younger.”



    



    “Do I?”



    



    Normally, he’d make a playful comment to carry on the conversation, but this time he just looked down at himself, shyly scratching the back of his head.



    



    He turned on the small reading light by his bed, then went to the switch by the door to turn off the room’s main lights. Coming back, he gently cupped Hongseo’s face and leaned down close.



    



    Hongseo held his breath without realizing it.



    



    “Good night.”



    



    “…”



    



    It was clearly a goodnight kiss. But…



    



    Kissing him on his hair instead of his forehead or lips, Haesung made it clear. He didn’t intend to do anything more tonight. No matter how long he waited, he wouldn’t climb into his bed.



    



    Lying on his side, Hongseo watched him get under the covers on the other bed.



    



    It wasn’t as if this was Haesung’s first relationship with a man. It wasn’t his first time sleeping with a man, either. If he was holding back out of “respect,” Hongseo found it hard to accept.



    



    Haesung lay staring at the ceiling, fingers interlaced behind his head. He didn’t look like someone ready to fall asleep. His sharply defined profile was still visible in the dim light, and after a while, Hongseo called out to him in a soft voice.



    



    “Vice President…”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    “Can I come over there?”
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"Vice President."


 






 



"Yes."


 






 



"Can I go over there?"


 






 



"......"


 






 



As expected, silence came first.


 






 



He opened his eyes from the shadows of the reading lamp, and I could see his throat moving up and down as he swallowed nervously. Only then did he stiffly turn his head to look at Choi Hong-seo, as if he were a robot in need of oiling.


 






 



"…Why? Is something wrong? Are you uncomfortable, or something?"


 






 



"No. I just can't sleep."


 






 



He threw the blanket off and sat up. Stretching his long legs out of the bed, he slipped on his slippers while muttering incoherently.


 






 



"Really? That's bad. There's tea I can prepare for you when you can't sleep…"


 






 



Even though he knew exactly what he meant.


 






 



Watching him walk toward the door as if he were about to leave the room, Choi Hong-seo resentfully pulled the blanket up to his chin.


 






 



"If it's uncomfortable for me to go over there, I'll just stay here."


 






 



"......"


 






 



Hmm... He stopped, letting out a short sigh. Instead of leaving the room, he approached Choi Hong-seo's bedside. His large hand reached out and gently tousled Choi Hong-seo's hair.


 






 



"There's no way it's uncomfortable."


 






 



His voice had returned to its usual calm tone. Choi Hong-seo liked the deep, slightly husky sound of his voice. Sometimes it was sexy, sometimes it was sweet…


 






 



Lying down, Choi Hong-seo looked up at him. He no longer avoided Choi Hong-seo's gaze from above.


 






 



The hand that had been combing his hair now cupped his cheek. Choi Hong-seo turned his head and rubbed his cheek against the warm palm. He chuckled quietly.


 






 



"Good boy, our Hong-seo."


 






 



The next moment, his eye level suddenly lowered. He bent down and rested his arm on the edge of the bed. Then, he gently touched Choi Hong-seo's hair and cheek, which was lying sideways.


 






 



"The hateful comments."


 






 



"......"


 






 



"Should I file a lawsuit?"


 






 



"......? What?"


 






 



"You said you suddenly wanted to see me today. Was it because of those hateful comments? Are they bothering you?"


 






 



"Ah..."


 






 



Choi Hong-seo was known to be sensitive and troubled by people’s criticism and hateful comments.


 






 



But he hadn’t realized that Choi Hong-seo had noticed. Throughout the day, he hadn't shown any signs of being affected, and Choi Hong-seo had never intended to share his feelings about it with him.


 






 



But how did he know?


 






 



Unexpected comfort can be as powerful as an unexpected attack. Choi Hong-seo was left without time to process his emotions. He had to sit up quickly to swallow the hot lump rising in his chest.


 






 



Lee Hye-sung also stood up and sat on the edge of the bed.


 






 



"Some of them are really vicious. I just checked a few of the comments briefly, and they’ve been habitual, so it’s definitely possible to sue. Should I talk to Mr. Jang? If UB won’t handle it, you can file a personal lawsuit, and I’ll take care of everything. You don’t need to worry about anything…"


 






 



"It’s okay."


 






 



Choi Hong-seo grabbed his arm, which had been pretending not to notice him all night. The anger in his voice was clear despite trying to suppress it. Choi Hong-seo could feel how furious he was about the comments. Just knowing that he was angry for him was already such a deep comfort.


 






 



Gripping his arm tightly with both hands, Choi Hong-seo rested his forehead on his broad shoulder.


 






 



"It’s really okay now."


 






 



Lee Hye-sung stroked the back of Choi Hong-seo’s head with his other hand. His lips gently pressed against the top of Choi Hong-seo's head. Choi Hong-seo slowly lifted his head. His chin was just inches away from Lee Hye-sung’s shoulder.


 






 



They didn’t look away from each other.


 






 



It started with Choi Hong-seo.


 






 



He gently placed his lips on Lee Hye-sung’s chin and pulled away. He was still looking down at Choi Hong-seo. His brown eyes, half-hidden beneath lowered eyelids, were beautiful. Then he pressed his lips gently just below Choi Hong-seo’s lower lip. His heart was pounding so hard it almost hurt. This was the closest their breaths had ever been.


 






 



This time, it was Lee Hye-sung who moved.


 






 



With a slight tilt of his head, their lower lips met softly.


 






 



They slowly repositioned their lips over the course of several seconds, desperately searching for each other. Finally, when their lips met completely, a sigh of relief and admiration mixed with trembling escaped them both.


 






 



Their lips were dry from the intense waiting. They gently pressed their dry lips together, savoring their warmth, size, and sweetness slowly.


 






 








"Are you planning on torturing me?"





In a tightly locked voice, he whispered softly. Though the words were like that, his voice was still kind.





"I'm not… just twenty years old."





"Yes, I know."





"Even though I'm much younger than you, I'm twenty-seven."





"Could I just switch the order and say it like this? Even if you're twenty-seven, you're still twelve years younger than me. And that's why I have a lot on my mind."





"I'm anxious."





"......"





His face showed a shocked expression at the word "anxious." No, maybe it was more like a frightened look.





As though he had heard something about an injury or pain, he cupped Choi Hong-seo's face in his hands, looking deeply and carefully at the face in his palms with surprised eyes.





"Why? What are you anxious about?"





"I don't know."





"I never really say things like… that I'm anxious. But when I'm with you, I feel like I'm changing."





Lee Hye-sung kept his gaze on Choi Hong-seo, who was trying to avoid looking at him, until their eyes met.





"Anything you're anxious about, struggling with, upset about. You can show it all to me, say it all. Did I make you anxious in any way?"





Choi Hong-seo grabbed his arm tightly, not to pull it away, but more like clinging to it.





He shook his head strongly.





"No. You haven't done anything wrong. It's just... I think this is my first time in this kind of relationship."





His thumb gently rubbed over Choi Hong-seo's cheekbone. The emotions that had once faltered between them began to calm slowly.





"Shall we lie down and sleep?"





Choi Hong-seo nodded at his suggestion.





They lay side by side on the super-single bed. He pulled Choi Hong-seo's shoulder to bring him closer to his chest. He kissed the top of his head several times, as if soothing a startled child.





"Are you still anxious, even though we're lying like this?"





"......"





Instead of answering, Choi Hong-seo kissed the nape of his neck. There was a familiar scent there. It wasn't the smell of shower gel or body lotion. It was the distinct scent of him, Lee Hye-sung. It was a fragrance that reminded him of nostalgic memories from childhood, a scent so comforting it almost filled his chest.





Choi Hong-seo rubbed his dry lips against his neck, like a child searching for a mother's milk. His hand, which had been resting on Lee Hye-sung's chest, unknowingly gripped his t-shirt tightly.





"Let's sleep now. You hate going to work after not sleeping much, right? You can't stay up late like this either, can you? Hmm?"





While stroking Choi Hong-seo's head, Lee Hye-sung gently comforted him.





"Do you not like it when I'm like this?"





A light sigh touched his forehead. Probably the sweetest sigh in the world.





"Do you think I wouldn't like it?"





"Hong-seo."





"......"





"Choi Hong-seo."





"......"





"Our Hong-seo is a good boy."





"Can't I not be good for just a moment?"





Choi Hong-seo mumbled, unable to look him in the eye, his gaze fixed on Lee Hye-sung's chest.





"I'm scared that someday… you'll feel like I used you."





"......"





This time, Choi Hong-seo was shocked. He suddenly turned over, kneeling on the bed.





"I'll never think that! Never!"





He grabbed the sheets tightly, as though desperately pleading with Lee Hye-sung to believe his sincerity.





Lee Hye-sung, who had been quietly watching him with lowered eyelids, sat up from the bed. He took Choi Hong-seo's hand, which was gripping the sheets, into his own.





"Proving my feelings doesn't have to be through something like this, but I want to show you that I cherish you before we sleep together."





He loosened the grip on Choi Hong-seo's hand that was clutching the sheet so tightly, intertwining his fingers with his. His touch was like a treatment, drawing out the old poisons that troubled the soul.





"Don't worry. I'm focused on you right now..."





"......"





"Do you know how I feel when I hear that you're anxious?" Choi Hong-seo, now on his knees, moved closer.





He cupped Lee Hye-sung's face with both hands, just as he always did. His face seemed to hurt so much that there was no time to hesitate or feel embarrassed.





"I'm sorry. I won't say it again."





To be holding the face of someone like him, a VVIP... It was something he could never have imagined before. No, just hours ago, he wouldn’t have thought he could ever do such a thing.





He was already learning from him, little by little—how to express, how to communicate, and how to love.





"Come here. I didn't say that because I want an apology. I said it because I was upset. Why are you apologizing?"





Opening his arms, he welcomed Choi Hong-seo back into his embrace. They lay down side by side, sharing the same pillow. His arms pulled him close again, and his lips pressed gently against Choi Hong-seo's hair.





"If you're anxious, I'll try harder."





"......"





"This will be a precious memory for us, so let's not turn it into a tool just to get rid of the anxiety, okay?"
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    "If you're anxious, I'll try harder."



    



    "......"



    



    "This will be a precious memory for us, so let's not use it as a way to ease your anxiety, okay?"



    



    His words seemed right. It wasn't that the anxiety came from the lack of physical intimacy. And even if sleeping together helped ease the anxiety, it would probably only be temporary.



    



    This time, he gently swept Choi Hong-seo's hair up and kissed his exposed forehead, sweetly saying,



    



    "You're a good boy, aren't you?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded eagerly, holding onto his t-shirt tightly over his chest. He wanted to be very good for him. He didn’t want to make him suffer.



    



    He liked hearing the praise of being good, even if it was a compliment that might seem more fitting for a child.



    



    It was a kind of praise that would usually be given to a child, but it was something he had never heard even when he was young.



    



    No adult had ever taken an interest in him when he was left alone, neglected by even his parents. Though he had a striking appearance, a child who wasn't loved didn't have a cute personality. He was a late-blooming child who hadn't realized that his appearance could be a weapon, nor was he clever enough to draw people's attention with it.



    



    After growing up, he carried the heavy secrets and responsibilities alone, quietly making it this far. He had never been allowed to act childish in front of anyone. He had never made any complaints.



    



    But in front of his affection, things were different. The bitterness of thinking that he had to shoulder everything alone melted away, and emotions he didn't even know he had—wanting, being jealous, feeling anxious, finding comfort—were all revealed.



    



    Only in the face of his affection, as if treating him like a very precious child, could Choi Hong-seo be the "good boy."



    



    He rubbed Choi Hong-seo's shoulder gently with one arm, and with the other arm, he reached out to turn off the reading light. The room, already covered with blackout curtains, was filled with darkness.



    



    The warmth and the touch of his skin became all the more vivid in the darkness. Had there ever been such comfortable darkness before?



    



    In the dark, Choi Hong-seo could be bolder. As he traced his hand over his chest above his t-shirt, he listened closely to his breathing.



    



    "I have a question."



    



    "Yes, ask me."



    



    He could hear a playful reply.



    



    "Did you do this with other people too?"



    



    "What kind of thing?"



    



    "Taking weeks to kiss… something like that."



    



    He let out a small laugh. It was such a quiet laugh, but it felt like it was resonating in his whole body because they were so close. It was a strange sensation.



    



    "No."



    



    His answer was without hesitation.



    



    "I've been surprised by myself lately."



    



    "......"



    



    "Maybe it's because of the age gap... but with you, I'm careful about everything."



    



    You're the exception. I haven't been like this with anyone else.



    



    It was amazing how happy such simple words could make him feel.



    



    After a brief silence, he pulled Choi Hong-seo's head closer and kissed his hair again. He was truly generous with kisses, though not so much with his face.



    



    "Are you still anxious?"



    



    "No."



    



    He shook his head and answered aloud. He felt so at ease in this moment, in this darkness, and this space, that he wished he could stay here with him, just the two of them, forever. Strangely so.



    



    "Now that I think about it, I don't think you're bad either."



    



    "But earlier, you said you absolutely didn't like it."



    



    "Well, I didn't, but I think you're better than the vice president, no matter what."



    



    It seemed that the title of "Vice President" bothered him that much. Choi Hong-seo chuckled quietly in the darkness. Then, he shifted his position slightly and burrowed further into his embrace. In the bedroom, with the air conditioner set to a comfortable temperature, the side of his body felt as cozy as a nest made of feathers.



    



    "I think you're sexy."



    



    "......"



    



    "Lee Hye-seong is sexy. I want to kiss Lee Hye-seong too."



    



    "Now that you say that, the title 'Vice President' doesn't just seem bad. I actually think 'Vice President' sounds really sexy, you know?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo wondered if he could really fall asleep like this, pressed so closely against him, but the touch of his hand in his hair, his regular breathing, the warmth of his hand caressing his shoulder, the scent and his body heat—all of it gradually relaxed Choi Hong-seo’s tension, pulling him into a peaceful sleep.



    



    He fell asleep without even realizing when it happened, as if melting away into slumber.



    



    In the shallow sleep, he dreamed that he was being whispered to, "I love you."



    



    @



    



    When Choi Hong-seo woke up, he was alone in the bed.



    



    He must have left very carefully, trying not to wake him up.



    



    He had planned to wake up early to leave together, but Choi Hong-seo quickly got out of bed. The thought of leaving for work in this house, with employees like Manager Kang escorting him, felt strange, even just imagining it.



    



    Luckily, it was still early, and he hadn't left the house yet.



    



    He tried calling to ask where he was, but the phone didn’t connect.



    



    Restlessly pacing the room, he carefully left the room. The lower floor was mostly a shared space, and the upper floor housed his personal areas, so he decided to head upstairs.



    



    Hoping not to run into anyone, just as he was about to exit the hallway, he unexpectedly bumped into one of the employees. Fortunately, the employee didn’t greet or speak to him. He just stepped aside and nodded silently. Choi Hong-seo, feeling awkward, nodded back and was about to hurry on, but then he changed his mind.



    



    "Excuse me, do you know where the Vice President is?"



    



    "He’s in the dressing room on the second floor."



    



    "Can I go see him?"



    



    "Yes, of course."



    



    "Thank you."



    



    After another polite exchange of bows, he quickly made his way upstairs. He climbed two or three steps at a time.



    



    The dressing room, where they had chosen a tie together the day before, was located deep on the second floor. It was also connected to his bedroom, and one could enter by passing through a middle door from the hallway.



    



    Choi Hong-seo knocked softly on the middle door a few times and cautiously pushed it open. "Vice... Sir."



    



    He called out quietly. There was no one in the small space between the dressing room and the middle door.



    



    But as he listened closely, he could hear voices from further inside. He quietly closed the middle door and entered. The door leading into the dressing room was open, and light and sound leaked out from inside.



    



    "From now on, Manager Kang will take care of Hong-seo directly."



    



    It was clearly his voice.



    



    Choi Hong-seo unconsciously stopped in his tracks. He had thought he would be alone, but it seemed like he was with Manager Kang.



    



    Should he just turn back...? As he nervously fiddled with his lips, the conversation continued.



    



    "It seems like Hong-seo is uncomfortable with having employees around, so don’t be too formal with him. Treat him casually. Make some jokes."



    



    "I made some jokes yesterday as well. Do you think he didn’t find them funny?"



    



    "I don’t know. It doesn’t seem like you gave the impression of being funny. Only someone like me can understand Manager Kang’s jokes, right?"



    



    The way Manager Kang spoke to him was different from how Choi Hong-seo had felt about him until now. He realized that with his stiff, even slightly intimidating face, Manager Kang was the type to make jokes without showing any signs of amusement.



    



    Should he gather the courage to go in? Just as his hand was about to grasp the doorknob, the voice from inside spoke again, this time with a slightly concerned tone.



    



    "I hope Hong-seo feels comfortable coming and going here."



    



    "......"



    



    "I want him to like this house."



    



    "I know he feels a bit uncomfortable coming here now, and that makes me worry."



    



    "Yes, I understand. I’ll be more careful from now on."



    



    "Please."



    



    "Vice President, I just want to make sure I don’t make any mistakes, so I need to ask."



    



    Manager Kang didn’t hesitate to ask. His tone was calm, as if requesting straightforward information for the sake of efficiency.



    



    "How should I address Hong-seo from now on?"



    



    Manager Kang, who had asked the question calmly, was the opposite of the nervous Choi Hong-seo standing outside. Sweat formed on his hand gripping the doorknob.



    



    Lee Hye-seong didn’t even give Choi Hong-seo time to prepare. He answered as though he had been ready for the question all along.



    



    "He's the VVIP of this house."



    



    "I understand."



    



    ‘The VVIP of this house.’ It seemed like there was a clear understanding of what that title meant between the two of them. Manager Kang didn’t ask any more questions.



    



    Choi Hong-seo quietly turned around and left the dressing room. This time, he didn’t rush, didn’t skip two or three steps, but instead slowly passed through the hallway, down the stairs, through the living room, and back to the guest room where he lay down again on the bed.



    



    In his own home, he could sleep well and wake up comfortably to prepare and head to work. That was what he wanted.



    



    He buried his face in the pillow, faintly scented with his smell, and repeated the thought in his mind.



    



    I’m his VVIP.



    



    That one phrase, in this moment, felt like a reward for all the past that had passed. A single tear rolled down his cheek from his eye, still turned toward the pillow.
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    Likes: 73,419



    



    hongsi_casper:** First schedule after arriving in Ho Chi Minh! It’s a photoshoot for *Paradise Magazine*. I’ll do my best and come back!



    #caspervietnam #paradisevietnam 4 hours ago



    



    caspernumber1: Our Hong Leader’s beauty is unreal, haha. Have a great time with the Caspers in Vietnam!



    



    hOngShi_casper: Hong-seo, Ho Chi Minh is waiting for you!



    



    iaaaam.hwa: Does anyone know the lip product Hong-seo is using?



    



    parkhongseo27:@iaaaam.hwa It’s from MotaeBeauty.



    



    choice.of.choices:@iaaaam.hwa @parkhongseo27 Haha, it probably means it's a natural product from MotaeBeauty.



    



    honghongcity:Wait, did Choi Hong-seo change his phone??



    



    diamond.dust:@honghongcity No way! It’s true??? This isn’t the Hong-phone he’s been using for 4 years??



    



    layered.forever:Hong-seo, what happened???? You can’t just throw away the Hong-phone! The cracked screen Hong-phone I was so attached to it



    



    best_lida_hong:Does anyone know what model Hong-seo changed his phone to?? I think it’s an Ara, but I can’t find it anywhere



    



    little_hongsi:@lida_hong It’s a new Ara product that hasn’t even been released yet. They haven’t even held the launch event yet, so it’s probably a sponsored phone.



    



    hongseo:@little_hongsi Wow, our Hong Leader’s class is on another level! Getting a phone that isn’t even released yet, must be a sponsorship.



    



    sweet.hongsi: @little_hongsi Is Hong-seo the next model for Ara’s new release???



    



    fan.fan.layered:What’s going on? I still have 18 months left on my contract, do I need to change my phone??



    



    xxxxkyu.dalxxxx: Huh? They didn’t tag Ara once, but you’re saying it’s a sponsorship? Maybe they received it as a gift and accidentally exposed it?



    



    una.style_09:@xxxxkyu.dalxxxx Caspers, you’re overthinking again I’m cringing



    



    official_crazy.12: @una.style_09 Exactly You’re telling me a 6 million follower idol would get a phone that hasn’t even launched yet? Haha, come on



    



    itsme.casper: @official_crazy.12 Maybe it’s because one of Ara’s executives is involved No idol with 6 million followers would get such a pre-release phone unless they had connections within Ara.



    



    made.by.layered: @itsme.casper Exactly, even regular staff haven’t seen the actual product yet. Ara isn’t some local mom-and-pop shop, so there’s no way an executive would leak a pre-launch product. They probably intentionally had it exposed through Hong-seo. Just jealous that they’re coming to his account to hate



    



    official_crazy.12: @made.by.layered Giving so much meaning to a 200,000-won phone How pathetic.



    



    itsme.casper:@official_crazy.12 You’re showing your ignorance. It’s not about money. Even if you offered 200 million, you still couldn’t get one right now.



    



    ---



    



    “Thank you! Cám ơn, Xin Cám ơn.”



    



    After finishing his last outfit, Choi Hong-seo thanked the Vietnamese staff with the Vietnamese phrases he had learned in advance.



    



    The first day of his 3-night, 4-day Ho Chi Minh schedule started with a magazine photoshoot.



    



    The shoot had started before noon, and by now it was already well into the afternoon. The other *Layered* members had finished their shoots earlier, and Choi Hong-seo, being the last for the personal shoot, had a longer session than the others.



    



    After finishing the group photo with the staff, a small staff member hesitated and approached Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “Hong-seo, would you… like to take a photo together? Can we?”



    



    Her pronunciation was a little awkward, but she spoke quite good Korean. Choi Hong-seo happily agreed to her request.



    



    “Yes, of course. Your Korean is really good.”



    



    “I learned Korean by watching your dramas.”



    



    “Thank you. Next time, I’ll study more Vietnamese and come back.”



    



    Despite the relatively long sentence, she seemed to understand Choi Hong-seo’s words and smiled brightly in response.



    



    “Hey, can you take a picture for us?”



    



    After asking the manager to take the photo, he posed with her.



    



    After taking personal photos with a few other staff members, Choi Hong-seo changed clothes and left the studio.



    



    The four-hour shoot left him feeling tired. Overseas schedules, where the culture and working environment differ, always brought more worries. He was constantly on edge, worried about possibly committing a faux pas without even realizing it. It made him feel mentally more fatigued than domestic schedules.



    



    Once he got into the car, Choi Hong-seo slumped into the seat and let out a sigh of relief.



    



    One of the members asked the manager sitting in the front seat.



    



    “Hyung, after we go to the hotel, do we just have the interview and then we’re done for today?”



    



    “No, we have the rehearsal for tomorrow’s performance in the evening.”



    



    “Oh… I forgot about that.”



    



    “It’s fine. We can rest for two or three hours before heading out. You all should eat dinner early. What do you want to eat?”



    



    “Let’s ask the local driver for restaurant recommendations! The local drivers usually know the best places.”



    



    As the manager and members discussed dinner options, Choi Hong-seo pulled his hat down low and took out his phone. He didn’t have any particular food preferences, so he often stayed out of the meal discussions.



    



    During the four hours of the photoshoot, he imagined he might have received a message from *Carrot Seller*. He wanted to check his messages to unwind. Maybe there was a selfie waiting for him. But when he opened the messenger app, he found something entirely different.



    



    Carrot Seller: [Photo sent]



    



    Carrot Seller: It looks like a popular idol is using our company’s phone these days.



    



    Carrot Seller: The reaction is huge since it was exposed.



    



    Carrot Seller: This idol is so handsome.



    



    Carrot Seller: I feel like he probably already has a boyfriend, though.



    



    Carrot Seller: And a boyfriend with a very possessive streak.



    



    The photo he attached was from Choi Hong-seo's SNS account.



    



    Under the post he uploaded before the photoshoot, there was an overwhelming number of comments about his new phone.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been lying back in the chair, slowly sat up.



    



    Before flying to Ho Chi Minh, Lee Hae-seong had come to his hotel last night. It was the first time it had happened.



    



    He had asked to meet for just 10 minutes, so they went down to the underground parking lot and spent a short time together in his car. Afterward, Lee Hae-seong had gifted him a new Ara phone model, a full product that could be used right away.



    



    Without thinking much about it, Choi Hong-seo uploaded a selfie he had taken through the mirror.



    



    He knew the phone was a pre-release product, but he didn’t expect it to attract so much attention. Honestly, he hadn’t really understood the significance of using a pre-release phone.



    



    From Lee Hae-seong’s casual tone, it didn’t seem like a big deal, but as he scrolled through the comments, he began to feel concerned. He had seen many small issues snowball into bigger problems in the industry, so even though it seemed minor, he was wary.



    



    I think I made a mistake



    



    Is it okay that the phone was exposed like this?



    



    I’ll be arriving at the hotel in about 10 minutes, can we have a quick call then?"



    



    It seemed he was working, as a reply from *Carrot Seller* didn’t arrive until the car was almost at the hotel.



    



    Of course



    



    You didn’t make any mistake at all, so please don’t worry about it."



    



    Fans were waiting outside the hotel entrance. Since these were overseas fans he couldn’t meet often, he wanted to wave and show his face, but he wasn’t allowed to engage in fan service or greet them to avoid disturbing other hotel guests. The best Choi Hong-seo could do was walk a little slower.



    



    Even during the elevator ride, the flashes of fans' cameras went off here and there, and voices calling out members' names could be heard. Of course, the most common names being called were "Hong-seo, Hong-si, Hong-leader," etc.



    



    “When we go to the rehearsal later, we should use the underground parking lot. The fans have gotten even more popular since the last time. What if they come into the hotel lobby like this?”



    



    After getting in the elevator, the manager complained. However, despite the complaints, his face showed a satisfied expression.



    



    When the elevator doors opened on the 17th floor and they walked down the hallway, Choi Hong-seo asked his manager,



    



    “Hyung, we have about an hour before the interview, right?”



    



    “We have time, but you’ll have to take off your makeup from the photoshoot and change clothes again. You can’t just collapse and sleep?”



    



    “I’m not going to sleep. I’ll just make a quick call. It’s an important call, so don’t come into my room.”
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    As soon as Choi Hong-seo entered the room, he almost ran straight to his bedroom. During past overseas trips, he always shared a standard hotel room with two members and one manager, but this time, for some reason, a suite with two bedrooms and a living room had been prepared.



    



    However, the suite alone wasn’t enough, so they had to book another room, but everyone, including the members and managers, was happy with the comfortable 2-person-per-room arrangement.



    



    Choi Hong-seo locked the bedroom door and went to the window, distanced from the door, before calling Lee Hae-seong. The call was quickly connected.



    



    **[You worry too much. I bet you're still restless.]**



    



    As soon as he picked up, Lee Hae-seong’s voice, mixed with laughter, greeted him.



    



    “Should I delete it now?”



    



    **[No need to do that.]**



    



    “People are thinking it’s strange and guessing things since I’m using a phone that hasn’t even been officially announced yet. Is this really okay? Aren’t you going to get in trouble at the company?”



    



    **[Me? Get in trouble? Who would scold me?]**



    



    He replied in a puzzled tone.



    



    “You said before that it’s not like you do whatever you want at the company, like people think.”



    



    **[Ah… Well… that’s true, but no one’s scolding me either.]**



    



    “...”



    



    **[And the company is actually happy about it. They said the reaction is much quicker compared to giving the product to IT influencers and having them write reviews. At one point, our team even talked about making a commercial with you as the model.]**



    



    “Really... is it okay?”



    



    **[Of course. If it was a problem, I would have told you to be careful beforehand.]**



    



    “Well, that’s a relief…”



    



    Choi Hong-seo’s voice relaxed as he felt a sense of relief. It was then that he noticed the view outside the window. A winding river flowed not far from there. It was a small stream that flowed into the Saigon River.



    



    **[Were you that worried I’d get in trouble?]**



    



    “...No.”



    



    **[Sure, sure.]**



    



    Though he tried to act calm after the fact, Lee Hae-seong wasn’t fooled. He could vividly picture Choi Hong-seo’s face, showing a cute expression, and he found himself wanting to see him in person.



    



    Choi Hong-seo plopped down onto the sofa by the window and leaned his head against the high backrest. Now, he wanted to take his time and enjoy the conversation with him.



    



    “The phone... the members were really jealous.”



    



    He said that if it were released on the market right now, wealthy early adopters would pay more than double the price to get it. The members were all excited about it. However, he thought it wasn’t necessary to mention that part since he wasn’t going to sell it.



    



    **[Really? When it’s officially released, I’ll have to gift one to the members too.]**



    



    “You don’t have to. The accommodations are enough.”



    



    **[How’s the phone? Is it uncomfortable to use?]**



    



    “I usually just use my phone for calls and messaging, but considering that, I adapted quickly after switching.”



    



    **[I’m glad to hear that. I was worried I might have made a bad gift choice since you were so used to your old phone.]**



    



    “It’s really easy to use.”



    



    “...”



    



    “From now on... I’ll only use ARA phones.”



    



    A brief silence followed. Feeling awkward in the silence, Choi Hong-seo absentmindedly rubbed his knees. As he was about to say something, Lee Hae-seong muttered seriously.



    



    **[You’re so cute, I could die.]**



    



    “What’s cute about what you just said?”



    



    **[Everything about it. It’s annoyingly cute.]**



    



    “It’s not because of you. It’s because the ARA phone is comfortable to use... that’s why I said I’d keep using it.”



    



    The nickname "ajussi" (uncle) had now become quite natural. It was funny how just changing his title from vice president to “ajussi” made him feel closer.



    



    Expressing his feelings was easier now, and it also made it easier to act a bit spoiled like this.



    



    Between them, “ajussi” was no longer just a formal term but had become a special nickname of sorts.



    



    **[It’s so reassuring that Choi Hong-seo from Layered is using our phone. Thanks to your popular boyfriend, we’ll get great publicity, huh?]**



    



    “Earlier, you said I might already have a possessive boyfriend. But now you’re saying you’re my boyfriend? Isn’t that a plot hole?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo made a dry joke, but Lee Hae-seong laughed, clearly enjoying himself.



    



    **[Can we talk a little longer? I have about 10 minutes before my next meeting.]**



    



    “Yeah, that’s fine.”



    



    **[I got the gift I mentioned last time. The original poster for *Love Story*. I just wanted to show you.]**



    



    “Wow, you got it faster than I thought.”



    



    [You mentioned you got it from an auction in Mexico or Brazil... Anyway, it was lucky. I think the poster will arrive just in time for Hong-seo’s return. Even though it’s a more recent movie, it’s actually harder to find *City of Angels*.]



    



    Hearing him talk about movies with such enthusiasm, Choi Hong-seo quietly smiled, completely letting go of his concerns about the phone.



    



    After they watched a movie together for the first time, Lee Hae-seong had said he wanted to collect original posters of the movies they watched together.



    



    “We’re going to watch dozens, maybe hundreds, of movies together in the future. I know we won’t be able to collect them all, but... should we try to collect as many as we can?”



    



    It wasn’t just the suggestion to collect posters to commemorate the memories; it was the way he spoke so confidently about watching countless movies together in the future. That certainty made Choi Hong-seo feel even better.



    



    After *Love Story*, they watched *City of Angels* together for the second time in the backseat of his car. He had a rough idea of the plot, but since he hadn’t looked up any spoilers in detail, the movie had left Choi Hong-seo feeling heavy for several days. It was a film he chose because he thought the premise was interesting...



    



    **[Is there any new news from you, Hong-seo?]**



    



    “We talk and message every day, but there’s nothing really... new.”



    



    **[Your voice is slowing down, so there must be something.]**



    



    “Well, actually, I’m writing new lyrics these days.”



    



    **[That’s good news! I like your lyrics, Hong-seo.]**



    



    He even checked who the lyricist and composer were. Choi Hong-seo thought that he might need to officially appoint him as the honorary Casper.



    



    “It’s just two songs, though.”



    



    **[Does it matter how many songs? I especially love the song *Becoming an Adult*. I listen to it often in the car.]**



    



    “In the car?”



    



    **[Yeah. That song always makes me smile. I listen to it when I want to relax or clear my emotions when I’m feeling upset. Plus, it’s a solo track, so I get to hear your voice the whole time. It’s a healing point.]**



    



    Every time he said things like that, Choi Hong-seo still found it amazing and fun.



    



    **[When I was able to open my eyes for the first time while washing my hair... when I pressed the bus stop button by myself... when I could run the washing machine alone... in those moments, we were gradually becoming adults. Ah... I can’t help but agree with that.]**



    



    “You’ve probably never taken a bus or done laundry yourself. Right?”



    



    **[I haven’t used them often, but I have taken the bus and used the washing machine a couple of times.]**



    



    Choi Hong-seo lifted his legs up on the sofa and adjusted his posture to get more comfortable, pressing the phone closer to his ear.



    



    “Wow… Our ‘ajussi’ has taken the bus! That’s impressive. I should give you some praise.”



    



    He made a sound as if scolding a child, but Choi Hong-seo only smiled. It didn’t scare him at all.



    



    **[Looking back, I think I felt much more pride and satisfaction in those moments than when I became the vice president of ARA Electronics... I had forgotten about that feeling for so long. It was as if I had always been an adult, always responsible for something heavy.]**



    



    “...”



    



    **[I like your lyrics because they bring back those feelings. They don’t brag, they don’t try to act cool, and they don’t intentionally try to look beautiful... the lyrics resemble their creator.]**



    



    “You only see me in a good light, don’t you?”



    



    There were many who liked him, but just as many who didn’t. People had called his lyrics childish, said they sounded unrefined, and that he was pretending to be an artist. Even after time had passed, the words were still fresh in his mind, and when he remembered them, his voice naturally dropped in tone.



    



    “I got a lot of criticism for being childish.”



    



    **[It’s not childish, it’s pure. Could you not ignore my taste?]**



    



    “...”



    



    **[You see the little things in such a pure and warm way... I’ve fallen for you again. Every time I listen to it, I fall for you again.]**



    



    He was amazing.



    



    With a single sentence, he could heal the wounds left by hundreds or thousands of people. The boiling hatred from countless people couldn’t reach him, protected by his shield. It felt like there was nothing he couldn’t do.



    



    **[When the lyrics you’re working on are finished, will you show them to me first?]**



    



    “...”



    



    **[Are you nodding right now?]**



    



    “...Yes.”



    



    **[Good, that’s all I needed.]**



    



    He had pretty much gotten his answer, and he said it with a smile.



    



    *Thud, thud, thud.*



    



    He was such a fascinating person.



    



    Choi Hong-seo stretched his neck and turned toward the door. There was a sound, louder than a typical knock—like someone knocking with their fist. The manager was calling for him from outside the door.



    



    **[It seems like someone’s looking for you, Hong-seo?]**



    



    “Yeah… it seems that way.”



    



    **[Contact me again. Take care, don’t get hurt, and don’t get sick.]**



    



    “I will.”



    



    He hurried to the door to finish the call. At the door, his manager was holding a phone in his hand, looking at Choi Hong-seo with an annoyed expression.



    



    “You’ve been talking on the phone for that long?”



    



    “Is it already my turn for makeup?”



    



    The manager handed him the phone, which had been passed to him from the living room.



    



    “Mr. CEO keeps calling you, but he says you’re on the phone. Pick up.”



    



    “Mr. CEO?”
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    "Even though the CEO keeps calling you, he says you’re on the phone. Take it."



    



    "The CEO?"



    



    Surprised, Choi Hong-seo took the phone and returned to his room.



    



    "It’s me."



    



    **[Were you talking to the vice president?]**



    



    "...Yes."



    



    Contrary to his expectation of an angry scolding, the voice on the other end was as soft as it could be.



    



    Recently, the CEO’s attitude toward Choi Hong-seo had been changing rapidly. When he first met Lee Hae-seong, CEO Myung had been very aggressive, talking about 5 billion, but now he had clearly backed down. There was no need to ask why—he had guessed that Lee Hae-seong, unlike other VIPs who would just pay to play with Choi Hong-seo, was actually putting a lot of effort into taking care of him.



    



    But something didn’t sit right.



    



    No matter how high Lee Hae-seong’s social status was, Myung had no reason to benefit from Choi Hong-seo unless he was paying him. He had always seen Choi Hong-seo as a mere means of making money.



    



    Had he connected with Lee Hae-seong to build his network? Or was he too reluctant to let go of such a profitable relationship, considering the small amount of money made from trading his body?



    



    Even now, UB was benefiting from Lee Hae-seong. Thanks to investment in *Cream Mansion*, Choi Hong-seo had safely landed the lead role, and the rent for the Han River-view villa was almost 10 million won a month, which was mostly just paying the maintenance fees. It couldn’t have been more profitable.



    



    **[I bet the vice president misses you a lot since you’re on a business trip?]**



    



    Choi Hong-seo didn’t want to hear that kind of talk about his relationship with Lee Hae-seong from CEO Myung. Lost in thought for a moment, he was shaken back to reality by an unsettling feeling and quickly changed the subject.



    



    "Why did you call me?"



    



    **[Oh, right. That’s the thing…]**



    



    CEO Myung paused for a moment, making a clicking sound with his tongue before sighing. After a brief pause, he gritted his teeth and shouted.



    



    **[That bastard is back.]**



    



    "Excuse me?"



    



    Who was this bastard? Choi Hong-seo didn’t need to ask, already sensing the answer instinctively.



    



    **[Ugh… That son of a bitch was hiding in Shanghai for a while, but now he’s back. Apparently, Hanseo Group is acquiring some hotel in Bangkok, and he's been coming in and out of Seoul a lot lately…]**



    



    "…"



    



    **[He’s looking for you.]**



    



    Choi Hong-seo felt like he needed to sit down or grab onto something—he felt like his feet were bound, unable to move.



    



    **[He keeps talking about all the money he’s sent you for your education, pretending to be your guardian, but damn, it really makes me want to puke.]**



    



    Choi Hong-seo didn’t even pay attention to CEO Myung’s rant about the actions of Executive Director Lee Seo-kyung.



    



    **[If that bastard spent more time on business than monitoring celebrities, he would have already handed over a subsidiary to his sister by now. Just wait. He’s going to get overtaken by his younger brother soon.]**



    



    "So, what did the CEO say about this?"



    



    Unable to hold back, Choi Hong-seo raised his voice, unable to endure CEO Myung's rambling any longer.



    



    **[There’s nothing to worry about. What are we afraid of? We’re not like we used to be, right? With the vice president here, there’s nothing we need to fear.]**



    



    How could the two of us be *we*?



    



    How dare you think you could hide behind that person to avoid Lee Seo-kyung?



    



    Choi Hong-seo wanted to grab CEO Myung by the collar and challenge him like a madman, but he couldn’t even focus on fighting or arguing. His mind was too full of other things.



    



    **[I said you’re doing so well now, practically never even in the country. I just told him we won’t run into each other, but I’m keeping it under control. Just know that bastard is looking for you.]**



    



    "…"



    



    **[You know how persistent that freak is. You might have to stick to overseas schedules for a while… You’re not having any problems with the vice president, are you?]**



    



    A pitiful voice, anxious that Choi Hong-seo might grow distant from Lee Hae-seong, worried about losing such a powerful connection.



    



    Without a word, Choi Hong-seo hung up. Standing still, he turned to look out the window.



    



    It was impossible for snow to fall in Ho Chi Minh, but the sky was so pale that it almost seemed like heavy snow could fall at any moment.



    



    @



    



    Right after graduating high school, Choi Hong-seo was working the night shift at a convenience store. The store was located in an entertainment district with a lot of bars, so the pay for the night shift was higher than other places. He wasn’t good at studying and didn’t have any hobbies, so he had no complaints about not being sent to college. Although he envied his friends who were entering small local universities just by paying the tuition, he never voiced it, knowing his family’s financial situation.



    



    It wasn’t until after graduation that he realized he had been living without much thought.



    



    Sitting in the back of the classroom, unnoticed by the teachers, passing time, he had slowly been pushed out of school and into the world. It wasn’t until then that he realized he didn’t have any skills or weapons to survive.



    



    Without any education or training, his parents, who had ignored him for 20 years, had pushed him to start earning money the moment he graduated. The only job he could start right away was the night shift at the convenience store.



    



    "Hong!"



    



    A young man in a sharp suit, looking very much like a rookie, entered the convenience store and greeted Choi Hong-seo. It was early March, and the cold air from outside seeped in through the counter.



    



    "One pack of Marlboro Red."



    



    The guy was an old classmate working at a host bar.



    



    He pulled out a card from his designer wallet and placed it on the counter.



    



    "What are you doing after work today?"



    



    It wasn’t that they were particularly close, but they weren’t distant either. They were part of a group of friends who hung out together.



    



    “What else would I be doing? I’m working all night, so I’m just going home to sleep.”



    



    “Is that how you’re going to waste your youth? Come over to our place and hang out.”



    



    “Your place?”



    



    “Our Madam's brother is actually a really good guy. On slow days when there aren’t many customers, he calls up his friends, buys some drinks, sings karaoke, and hangs out at the bar. Other guys have been there a few times already.”



    



    “Free drinks?”



    



    At this, the guy laughed mischievously, as if asking how he could be so naive. It was a laugh that suggested he thought of himself as something of an adult.



    



    “We buy the alcohol from the supermarket, but the place is provided for us, and the karaoke machine’s free. The guys are coming over tonight. What do you think?”



    



    There was no one waiting for him at home. His younger sibling, who was a good student, would complain about his study time being disturbed whenever he came back, so there was no real reason to get home on time.



    



    “Alright, where should I go?”



    



    That was the beginning.



    



    The host bar that he went to wasn’t as dirty or shady as he had imagined.



    



    The decor was upscale, and the staff were all dressed in brand-name clothes, their manners impeccable. They looked like celebrities.



    



    And as his friend had said, the “Madam’s brother” was a genuinely nice guy.



    



    Despite the age difference, he treated Choi Hong-seo like a local older brother and got along easily with the other workers. He often gave them advice about their lifestyle and spending habits, and it seemed like he genuinely cared for them.



    



    Young, penniless kids with a lot of free time naturally gravitated toward a kind older brother who spent money generously and looked out for them.



    



    “You guys shouldn’t be messing around in this business. Min-jun, you should save up your money and get out when you’ve made enough. It’s too late for me, but you still have hope.”



    



    The “Madam’s brother” often said this when they hung out together, both inside and outside the bar. Choi Hong-seo never suspected anything. He thought the older man was just being kind.



    



    But soon, he realized that all the nice words and actions were part of a deliberate plan to draw him deeper into the nightlife industry.



    



    One day, the "Madam's brother" called him, sounding worried.



    



    “Hong-seo, do you have time? Isn’t today your day off from the convenience store?”



    



    “Why?”



    



    “Don’t ask why, but we’re packed with customers right now. We don’t usually use girls brought in from the photo studios. Can you come in and just stand around to fill up the numbers? Please, do me a favor. I’ll take care of you, I swear.”



    



    By that time, Choi Hong-seo had completely lost any hesitation about working at the host bar. He saw it as just helping a friend out at the place he ran.



    



    “Do I just have to stand around when they choose someone?”



    



    “…I can’t lie. There’s a chance a customer might pick you. But if that happens, I’ll make sure they take it easy on you since you’re new. If they’re a troublemaker, I’ll kick them out. Please, Hong-seo, I really need you.”



    



    “Okay, I’ll get ready and head out now.”



    



    “Are you serious? You have no idea how much this helps me! If you come and stand there, it’s a big help for my reputation. I’ll make sure you get a nice tip!”



    



    “I’ve already gotten so much from you, drinks and food, I don’t need anything more.”



    



    “Look at this loyalty. I can always tell when I meet a good person!”



    



    That day, the work wasn’t hard at all. He had almost no objection to working as a host anymore, though he later realized it had all been set up by the “Madam’s brother.”



    



    Soon, Choi Hong-seo became a regular at the bar.



    



    Yet, he still didn’t realize he was actually working as a host. He thought he was just occasionally helping out his friend.



    



    When it came to payments, the “Madam’s brother” always emphasized that Choi Hong-seo wasn’t a regular host, further clouding his judgment.



    



    He was now earning as much in two days working weekends at the bar as he would in a month at the convenience store. Choi Hong-seo was even working fewer days at the convenience store and going to the bar to work more often.



    



    One day, he brought home a large sum of money.



    



    “W-Where did all this money come from?”



    



    His parents were stunned.



    



    It was too much money to have been earned from a regular job. He couldn’t lie his way out of it.



    



    “I’m working as a waiter at a host bar. The customers give huge tips.”



    



    “A host bar?”



    



    His father, who was serving soup at the table, raised his eyebrows.



    



    “I’m not a host, just a waiter! I change the ashtrays, serve drinks, and occasionally take care of troublesome customers. It’s not that hard! It’s not a dirty job, I promise!”



    



    His father put down his spoon and grabbed an envelope from his mother, inspecting its contents without a hint of surprise, and without any shame.



    



    “In this world, is there any work that doesn’t involve some dirt? There’s no such thing as a lowly job. You’re young, healthy, and working, so it’s better than those who just sit around doing nothing!”



    



    “….”



    



    He didn’t know what he had expected. Even though his son was working in the nightlife industry right after graduating high school, his parents didn’t seem concerned at all.



    



    Choi Hong-seo set down his spoon, his appetite completely gone. But his mother moved closer to him and looked at him nervously.



    



    “If you make this much as a waiter, I guess a host would make even more, right?”



    



    “….”



    



    “You didn’t go to school, and your parents are like this, so… if you could just save up a lot, you could start your own business. That would be your way out, don’t you think?”



    



    When Choi Hong-seo didn’t respond, his father chimed in.



    



    “Yeah, don’t you remember your uncle’s restaurant in Daejeon? The one with the pork ribs. They’re selling it now and moving to the countryside. If we could buy it, maybe it would help us get on our feet.”



    



    In the end, it wasn’t even about wanting to help him find a way out.



    



    “Even as a host, you can’t make that kind of money overnight.”



    



    “You’re friends with that uncle, aren’t you? If we tell him we want to buy, maybe he’ll help us out with some easy terms. They’re well off, and they’re nice people.”



    



    “I’ll talk to them about it.”



    



    At least for now, Choi Hong-seo was glad to see the smiles on his parents’ faces as they counted the money he brought home. As long as he brought in money, the atmosphere at home stayed calm and sometimes even seemed harmonious.



    



    But soon, a deep, foul-smelling trap was slowly waiting to snap shut on him.
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    Before the store opened, a few of the employees were arguing with the shop’s manager over late fees. Hongseo had been circling around the area, waiting for the right moment to approach the manager.



    



    “Hey, bro,” he called.



    



    “Oh, what’s up?”



    



    The manager didn’t look up from his ledger and answered absentmindedly.



    



    “The thing you mentioned the other day,” Hongseo said.



    



    “Huh? What thing?”



    



    The manager still wasn’t paying full attention, jotting down something in the ledger.



    



    “The deep-sea fishing boat job. You said you introduced another guy who used to be a host here. And that he quit being a host after going on that boat, remember?”



    



    At that, the manager finally looked up from his paperwork.



    



    “Oh... right.”



    



    “Do you think a rookie like me could get on that boat?”



    



    The manager put down his pen, showing more interest now.



    



    “Why the deep-sea boat all of a sudden? It’s not something just anyone can do.”



    



    The manager scrutinized Hongseo’s serious expression and glanced around before lowering his voice.



    



    “...Is it because you need the money?”



    



    Looking back, what Hongseo failed to notice at the time was that the glint in the manager’s eyes wasn’t worry or concern. It was more like the thrill someone experiences when they finally get a bite on a fishing line after a long wait.



    



    Hongseo, at that moment, didn’t sense any of it.



    



    The manager was someone he trusted deeply. Even though he had ended up working at the host bar because of that very manager, Hongseo still thought the manager wanted him to avoid this line of work. Everything had been carefully set up from the beginning to make Hongseo think this way.



    



    Hongseo went on to explain the situation. His family had debts, and his parents wanted him to help take over or buy into a business.



    



    “Your parents work too, right? Why are you, a young kid, trying to take that on? Doesn’t your dad drive a taxi?” the manager asked.



    



    “He’s been resting since last month because his back’s been hurting,” Hongseo replied.



    



    His father had never stayed with one job for long, and even when he did, he often had long stretches of unemployment, which caused frequent arguments with his mother.



    



    “And your mom? She’s still active, right?”



    



    “Sometimes she does part-time work, but she doesn’t have a regular job.”



    



    Hongseo had trusted the manager enough to even share personal details about his family, things he hadn’t told his friends. The manager had become the one adult he could rely on, more so than even his parents.



    



    “Tsk...” the manager sighed deeply, showing a sympathetic expression, though it was all an act.



    



    “Kid, that deep-sea fishing job, the first 3 to 4 months you’re just getting a base salary, but after 15 months of being out at sea with no solid ground under your feet, you’ll get paid 100 million. That’s 20 months of grueling work for 100 million.”



    



    “I thought if I were going to make big money, that might be the only way. Could you help me get in?” Hongseo asked.



    



    This had been Hongseo’s idea after a few days of brainstorming. He wasn’t worldly or experienced, and the deep-sea fishing job was the only thing he could think of after the manager had mentioned it before.



    



    “Hongseo...” The manager hesitated, his lips twitching as if he was struggling to speak. He checked to see if anyone was around and then leaned in closer to Hongseo.



    



    “There’s actually someone who really wants to take you out after hours...” the manager said.



    



    “Bro...” Hongseo responded, feeling uneasy.



    



    “I know, I know. You don’t want to go out with customers like that. That’s why I’ve been covering for you, telling them no for a month. You think I want to send you out?” The manager tried to reassure him.



    



    “Sorry, that’s not what I meant...” Hongseo stammered.



    



    The manager then pulled Hongseo into an empty room.



    



    “If I hadn’t known you were in need of money, I wouldn’t have said anything about this. But the thing is... this guy is different. You know Hanseo Group, right? The son is one of those high-end clients. We’re talking top-tier, like Gucci. No, this guy is beyond that. We’re talking Chanel, Hermes.”



    



    “That’s not the issue...” Hongseo said, feeling uncomfortable.



    



    The manager brushed off his concern, flicking the ash from his cigarette and showing three fingers.



    



    “Three million.”



    



    “...”



    



    “You’re not the kind of guy who goes out after hours, so I’ve been rejecting this guy for a whole month. But now, he’s offering three million. I’ve never heard of anyone getting that much just for going out after hours.”



    



    Hongseo shook his head and lowered his gaze.



    



    “I said I’d help until you find a good host. It’s true that I’m in a tight spot, but I’m not desperate enough to do that,” Hongseo said firmly.



    



    The offer of three million just for a night still stunned him, but he didn’t feel inclined to accept it. It wasn’t a matter of morals; he was genuinely scared. The thought of accepting money for something like that terrified him.



    



    The manager nodded as if he understood.



    



    “Right, you’re just helping out temporarily. So I’ve been telling this guy you’re not really a regular, just helping out... But this guy is persistent. He’s rich but seems naive, like he doesn’t know much about this world. It’s like he’s falling for it because it’s all new to him.”



    



    In hindsight, the manager’s words seemed ridiculous, but he spoke with such conviction.



    



    “Anyway, I’ve been rejecting him for a month, but I can’t keep doing that. It’d be better if you just met him and rejected him to his face.”



    



    “Me??” Hongseo exclaimed.



    



    “To be honest, I’ve done everything I can to protect you. But this guy doesn’t listen, he’s insisting on meeting you. If you tell him no in person, he’ll give up.”



    



    “...”



    



    "To avoid worrying you, I didn’t mention it, but I can't just deal with that customer alone... It's been really stressful."



    



    Madam Hyung said this as if feeling guilty, but Hongseo couldn’t bring himself to impose more on someone who had already helped him a lot.



    



    "Okay, I’ll refuse him myself."



    



    "And..."



    



    "Yes?"



    



    "I’ll lend you the money. Is 100 million enough?"



    



    "What? No, hyung! I can't keep asking you for favors like this. It's fine."



    



    Hongseo jumped up from his seat and waved his hands. But Madam Hyung, seemingly resolute, spoke plainly.



    



    "It’s better than you getting on the long-distance fishing boats. You’ve been helping out at the store, and besides, you're a younger brother I care about... Can you imagine what it would be like if you had to suffer out there for 20 months? Do you think I would feel comfortable with that?"



    



    "..."



    



    "You don’t have to pay me back quickly. You’re not the type to waste money, and if you really need to, you can work it off doing manual labor. I know you’ll pay me back, that’s why I’m doing this. But don’t talk about this to anyone else."



    



    "Hyung... thank you."



    



    Hongseo’s throat tightened. The words "thank you" didn’t feel enough. He lowered his head, and tears fell from his eyes, not because of the money, but because of the way Madam Hyung cared for him.



    



    If Madam Hyung hadn't offered to lend him the 100 million, or if he had pushed him to go with the rich client for a second round, Hongseo might have doubted him, even back then. He might have grown distant from him because of the pressure.



    



    But Madam Hyung didn’t pressure him. Instead, he said he’d lend him the money, but the decision to meet the customer and refuse him had to be made by Hongseo himself.



    



    Of course, this was part of a much more sophisticated scheme. By removing all doubts from Hongseo’s mind, Madam Hyung strengthened Hongseo's trust and belief in him.



    



    People who don’t trust others never get scammed.



    



    A con artist doesn’t lay out their entire scheme right away. They first build trust, give the impression of being a good person, and gradually earn the level of trust where the victim believes that no matter how many people might scam them, this person would never do such a thing.



    



    A victim of fraud doesn’t need to be threatened; they willingly hand over their property, lend money, or invest in businesses because they’ve been made to believe in the person’s goodness.



    



    Every word and action from Madam Hyung was part of this groundwork.



    



    Hongseo had often imagined going back in time, wishing he could fix his past mistakes.



    



    There were so many moments he wished he could undo.



    



    He shouldn’t have gone to meet that client. He shouldn’t have borrowed the 100 million from Madam Hyung. He should have disregarded the sentimental reasons for wanting to make his parents happy. He should have refused Madam Hyung’s urgent request to fill the headcount.



    



    He should have turned down his classmate’s invitation that cold day in March to come to the store.



    



    However, if he could fix just one moment, only one, Hongseo knew exactly which one it would be.



    



    He wouldn’t have gone to meet that client.



    



    That client, the executive from Hanseo Group, was none other than the chairman of UB.



    



    ---



    



    As soon as they passed customs and entered the arrival hall, the members of "Layered" were greeted by a barrage of camera flashes from reporters and fans. The security team, who had been waiting, moved in to form two lines, surrounding the six members and guiding them through the crowd.



    



    It took more than five minutes for them to get completely through the gate. Outside the airport, people were waiting on ladders to take photos. The crowd surged, causing the ladder to topple, and people fell, forcing the members to stop temporarily as chaos erupted.



    



    "Get back! You'll get hurt! Maintain distance! It's dangerous!"



    



    The security team shouted, and the members walked slowly, heads down, wearing hats to avoid drawing attention. They couldn’t afford to offer fan services like waving or showing their faces due to safety concerns.



    



    However, there was something strange about the scene. The usual car they rode in wasn’t waiting for them at the designated spot.



    



    Instead of their familiar RV, a large van was parked.



    



    Due to the confusion of the scene, the members, still bewildered, had no choice but to get into the van.



    



    "What... what’s going on? What is this car? Is this our car, Boss?"



    



    The members who had gotten into the van started questioning Madam Hyung, who was already inside.



    



    "Just sit down and let’s go. You’re asking about the car before even greeting me?"



    



    "What’s going on?"



    



    "This is the car you’ll be using from now on. It’s a surprise for you while you're in Ho Chi Minh."



    



    "Wow! This is amazing! Only top actors drive this car!"



    



    "Yeah! This is the same car as Yoon Juho’s! I’ve seen it!"



    



    "We’re probably the only idols in the country with a car like this, huh?"



    



    "This is crazy! We really made it! Why are we in a Mercedes Sprinter at the UN Village?"



    



    "Stop being so naive. Don't you remember who made this happen? It was Hongseo who got us here! If it weren’t for Hongseo working alone for years to get ‘Layered’ to this point, we’d never have this luxury! Thank Hongseo and take good care of the car!"



    



    But by then, it seemed like the members weren’t even listening to Madam Hyung’s words anymore.



    



    Could this have been arranged by Lee Seong?



    



    Hongseo couldn’t help but think that was the case, but he couldn’t ask directly in front of the others.



    



    "Hongseo, by the way... before you leave for Yeongjong Island, you need to transfer."



    



    "Transfer? What do you mean?"



    



    "They’re waiting for you at the underground parking lot of a mixed-use apartment complex nearby."



    



    "...."



    



    "They really wanted to meet you, but there are reporters all over the airport, so they’re in a restricted parking lot for residents. You can change cars there, avoid the stalkers, and get to your destination safely."



    



    Was it really Executive Lee Seong from Hanseo Group waiting? Hongseo’s heart dropped, but he managed to calm himself.



    



    Based on Madam Hyung’s tone, he was clearly referring to Lee Seong, not Lee Seong’s assistant.



    



    ---
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    "Tomorrow, I've cleared my schedule for the first time in a while, so you can rest comfortably. Just make sure to explain properly so there’s no misunderstanding about how you might have more overseas schedules soon. Got it?"



    



    Mr. Myung reached out and gently grabbed the arm of Choi Hongseo, who had placed it on the armrest. The touch, pretending to be intimate, made Hongseo shiver, and he reflexively yanked his arm away.



    



    Mr. Myung frowned for a moment, but didn't say anything about Hongseo’s action. Normally, he would have never let something like this slide.



    



    In moments like this, Choi Hongseo couldn’t help but feel how socially VVIP Lee Hye-seong really was. Hongseo suppressed a bitter smile and turned his gaze outside the tinted windows of the new car.



    



    The mixed-use building where he was supposed to meet wasn't far from the airport. It seemed like Lee Hye-seong’s people had already taken action, as the underground parking lot, accessible only to residents, let them through without any check. Several cars following behind that were full of sasaeng fans couldn’t proceed past the entrance and eventually turned away.



    



    The car descended to the fourth underground floor. It seemed like the manager knew the location in advance, as there were no hitches in the drive. When they arrived, they saw Lee Hye-seong's sedan parked at the corner of the floor.



    



    Seeing the car made Hongseo breathe easier. He hadn’t realized how much pressure he was under until that moment.



    



    "Hey? Why are you getting off here, Hongseo hyung?"



    



    "My hyung’s gotta get back to work right after we land. If you know I’m struggling, you guys better hit the practice room. Yeong-ju, didn't you mess up again on stage in Ho Chi Minh? Can't you tell the difference between right and left? Huh? Is that really so hard?"



    



    Hongseo couldn’t bear hearing that phrase "getting back to work," so he plugged his earphones in. He knew Mr. Myung wanted something different from the usual VIPs, but he still couldn’t help acting like his usual self.



    



    While Mr. Myung scolded the members, Hongseo quietly grabbed his bag and got out of the car. Adjusting the strap on his shoulder, he walked towards the building, but then, a brief vibration came from his phone. It was a message from the carrot vendor.



    



    《Come to the passenger seat instead of the back seat^^》



    



    Aware that he was likely watching, Hongseo pulled his bucket hat down deeper and quickened his pace.



    



    "Come on in."



    



    As soon as he opened the passenger side door, his bright face and greeting welcomed him. Was he driving himself? It was a bit unfamiliar and new to Hongseo.



    



    "Did you have a good trip?"



    



    "Yeah."



    



    "I wanted to date you on the way here, so I came."



    



    Once Hongseo properly sat down, he turned his body and gently brushed Hongseo’s cheek with his thumb.



    



    "Show me your face. I've been dying to see it."



    



    At his request, Hongseo took out his earphones, took off his hat, and turned toward him. Then, he stretched his neck a bit longer, allowing his face to rest gently in his hand. By now, this level of physical closeness had become natural. It didn’t mean he wasn’t nervous or excited, but it felt like something that had just become part of him.



    



    As Hongseo offered his face, as if to say "Here it is," a soft chuckle escaped from his lips.



    



    "You're so good."



    



    The compliment made Hongseo act even kinder, as if it were a natural effect.



    



    "It was harder this time than when you went to Bangkok."



    



    As he softly continued to stroke his cheek, he added, "I was worried because you seemed down after arriving in Ho Chi Minh. I wondered if something happened."



    



    This was really because of Lee Seogyeong.



    



    Since hearing that Lee Seogyeong was looking for him, Hongseo couldn’t seem to settle down. Despite trying not to show it in his calls or messages, Lee Hye-seong had caught on to the slight change in Hongseo's mood.



    



    "I see. But still, you have to be strict at work. As a leader, I believe in your abilities."



    



    "......"



    



    "Although I only became Casper later, I watched all the important history of ‘Layered’ through videos. People who know you, know how dedicated and sincere you are to the team."



    



    A faint smile appeared on Hongseo’s face under his palm.



    



    Lee Hye-seong smiled back and released his face, then laced their fingers together. Hongseo felt his lips brush against the back of his hand.



    



    "Seeing your smile puts me at ease. I’ve been so worried about you."



    



    Each time he spoke, Hongseo could feel the warmth of his breath and the movement of his lips against his skin. The sensation made him slightly uncomfortable, and the name "Lee Seogyeong" lingered in his mind, annoying him. He wanted to shake it off and focus solely on the time with Lee Hye-seong.



    



    Hongseo decided to change the topic.



    



    "By the way, our car changed. Did Vice President Hye-seong arrange that for us?"



    



    "Ah... well..."



    



    While his lips still rested on the back of Hongseo's hand, Lee Hye-seong squinted and looked off into the distance as if avoiding the question.



    



    "How can I say this without making you mad at me?"



    



    "I won't be mad."



    



    "Really?"



    



    "Really. You did it for my sake, why would I be mad? I was just curious, that's all."



    



    "With all the schedules lately, I’ve been worried. The trips to and from the airport are happening so often. I can only do so much, and I thought the safest thing I could do was to get a safer car for you. I can’t just reduce your schedule..."



    



    "......"



    



    "I thought if you had a safer car, you might feel at ease, so I prepared it for you."



    



    Hongseo knew he could never repay him in terms of monetary value, but he could feel how much Lee Hye-seong wanted to do something for him. It was hard for Hongseo to know if it was right to take away the joy of giving just because it made him feel burdened. It was a dilemma that Hongseo couldn't solve.



    



    "Is that... a scarf or gloves, too?"



    



    Choi Hongseo’s question made Lee Hye-seong laugh softly as he answered.



    



    "You don't need to measure everything by assigning value or weight like that."



    



    "......"



    



    "It’s not about how much it costs, I just want you to see it with your heart."



    



    "Is this something that our CEO asked for...?"



    



    "Mm, no, not at all. I suggested it because I wanted to do something for you, Hongseo."



    



    "In that case... I’ll gratefully accept it. The members really liked it, too. They were saying it’s the kind of car that top actors use."



    



    "Well, it is a top actor's car."



    



    He teased as he raised their laced hands and pointed at Hongseo. Just an hour ago, his heart had been clouded with the heavy and uneasy feelings caused by Lee Seogyeong, and now it all seemed like a lie. Under the sweet spell of Lee Hye-seong's forgetfulness, Hongseo, who had been chuckling, suddenly thought of the box inside his bag.



    



    "Oh, I also have a gift."



    



    As Hongseo unlinked their hands and rummaged through his bag, Lee Hye-seong looked down at his empty hand like a child who had lost his candy, waiting. When Hongseo returned with something, it was a long, deep purple box, neatly tied with the same colored ribbon.



    



    "I didn’t have time to shop, so I bought it at the duty-free store... it’s nothing compared to what I’ve received from you, Vice President, but please accept it."



    



    Taken aback by the unexpected gift, Lee Hye-seong slowly opened the box. Inside was a diagonal-striped tie with a blue base and light gray stripes. He stared at it for a moment, quietly.



    



    Since he didn’t say anything, Hongseo found it harder to bear.



    



    "I know you already have a lot of ties, and this color might be similar to some of the ones you have, but still... this is from me."



    



    The last part was Hongseo trying to muster some courage, wanting to say something more like a boyfriend.



    



    Suddenly, Lee Hye-seong's warm palm came around to the back of Hongseo’s neck. In a space so close that their foreheads and noses almost touched, he softly asked:



    



    "Did you pick this out while thinking of me?"



    



    Hongseo nodded. Lee Hye-seong gently pulled his neck a little closer, and lightly kissed his upper lip. After the brief kiss, he asked again:



    



    "Did you stop by the duty-free shop on purpose at the airport?"



    



    This time, with the distance so close, Hongseo nodded just slightly.



    



    "You're so beautiful, I could die."



    



    With a sigh-like statement, as if to finish his sentence, Lee Hye-seong’s lips covered Hongseo’s, filling the gap between them. They took turns slowly kissing each other's lips, cautiously sharing their tongues. His tongue, only gently brushing the inside of Hongseo’s mouth at first, slowly ventured deeper, observing Hongseo’s reactions.



    



    But he didn’t rush. It wasn’t intense. Even though it was a kiss involving their tongues, it felt more affectionate than sexual, like the gentle kisses on the forehead or nose. It seemed like Lee Hye-seong was really trying to make it feel that way.



    



    Still, with the unfamiliar sensation of his tongue in his mouth, Hongseo couldn’t help but grip his chest tightly, feeling a bit overwhelmed. It was the first time he had experienced such a kiss.



    



    His tongue moved with much care, like a polite guest. Only when his tongue had completely withdrawn did Hongseo, still in a dazed state, feel like he understood something.



    



    Most people’s first kisses were probably like this.
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Even after the kiss, his lips lingered around Choi Hongseo’s mouth. After sharing several shallow kisses, he gently stroked Hongseo’s hair and whispered.


 






 



"I missed you."


 






 



"...I missed you too."


 






 



This was their proper first kiss. The last time at his house, it had only been a brief kiss.


 






 



Conscious of that, Hongseo felt shy and couldn’t bring himself to look at his face, so he averted his gaze and looked away. Lee Hye-seong smiled silently and gave Hongseo a quick kiss on the cheek, making a soft sound, but he didn’t tease him.


 






 



After tidying up the gift box, Lee Hye-seong seemed ready to start the car, gripping the steering wheel, and asked:


 






 



"Are you very tired?"


 






 



"The flight time was short, so I’m not too tired."


 






 



"I know a café with a nice night view. How about we go there?"


 






 



When they left the parking lot, no one was following them. It seemed like all the paparazzi had followed the new car of ‘Layered.’


 






 



After about 40 minutes, they arrived at the café. The café, which Lee Hye-seong had already found, was located in a high area and was quite large.


 






 



Outside, there was a large terrace that was relatively darker compared to the interior, making it a good spot for famous people to carefully go on a date at night without drawing attention.


 






 



The two of them sat in the middle seat of the terrace, where the city night view spread before them.


 






 



"This seat’s not bad, but if we were in the front row, the view would be even better."


 






 



Lee Hye-seong looked around a bit regretfully, then stood up while patting Hongseo’s head over his bucket hat.


 






 



"Stay here for a minute. I’ll go check if there’s a better seat on the other terrace."


 






 



While Hongseo glanced at his tall figure disappearing around the building corner, he pulled his hat down deeper. He suddenly felt shy, realizing that it really felt like a date, like they were a couple.


 






 



Most of the people around seemed like they were on dates too. Everyone seemed lost in their own world, oblivious to others, and Hongseo was relieved by this.


 






 



This was the first time he was on a date outside with him. They’d always met at home, in the car, or in a hotel room before. A date, a date. If it weren’t for him, Hongseo would never have dreamed of such a thing. There was no way CEO Myung would have let him do this.


 






 



The secret past remained the same, and now there was the terrible news of Executive Director Lee Seogyeong’s appearance. Yet, Hongseo was still giddy with the fact that he was going on a date just like anyone else.


 






 



He couldn’t figure out how this was even possible.


 






 



He had always been tied up in that truth, and no matter what, he couldn’t shake it off. The only thing that kept him going was the hope that someday he would break free of it. And yet... for a moment, he could forget about it.


 






 



As he smiled bitterly, a couple sitting in the front row of the terrace started clearing away their drinks from the tray. It seemed like they were about to leave, so Hongseo quickly tried to contact Lee Hye-seong to let him know a seat might open up.


 






 



Riiing, riiing.


 






 



However, he didn’t answer the call, and a vibration was felt from somewhere in the room in sync with the ringtone.


 






 



His phone, which he had left under the cardigan on the table, was glowing brightly as it moved.


 






 



Ah, he forgot it... Hongseo absentmindedly took his phone into his hand and, without meaning to, saw his name appear on the screen.


 






 



"Hmm... maybe I should change mine too? To 'Carrot Buyer.'"


 






 



"What does it say for me right now?"


 






 



"I won’t tell you."


 






 



"......"


 






 



"Even if you make that cute face, I still won’t tell you."


 






 



"I didn’t make a cute face."


 






 



"You did."


 






 



"I didn’t."


 






 



"Does saying it stiffly make it less cute?"


 






 



After discovering his contact name as , Hongseo had asked him to reveal his contact name too, but he had refused. Thinking back, it wasn’t like him. He was never someone who hesitated or was shy about expressing affection.


 






 



He never thought he would learn the answer like this.


 






 



Hongseo looked at his own name that Lee Hye-seong had saved for a moment. Somehow, he couldn’t press the call end button.


 






 






 






 



That’s how he had saved him. Even before they started dating.


 






 



Hongseo had never been called that before, nor had he ever wanted to be. Even when he saw other couples calling each other like that, he’d only thought it was a bit embarrassing.


 






 



But now, his brow furrowed with a strange ache.


 






 



Lee Hye-seong’s feelings for him, seeing him as precious, cute, and fragile, were all contained in that word. That feeling came through so strongly that it was almost painful... and to suppress the rising emotions, Hongseo clutched his hat’s brim and kept pulling it lower.


 






 



He found him irresistibly adorable.


 






 



Unable to find words to express the complex and chaotic storm of feelings inside him, Hongseo simply wanted to hug him. He wanted to kiss him, to have him.


 






 



He loved him so dearly that this emotion, which felt like both love and sadness, made him feel as though if he didn’t convey it to him, his body and mind might break.


 






 



The couple in the front row was gathering their tray and getting up. Hongseo, hiding his emotions, quickly grabbed his cardigan and phone and moved to the table where they were sitting. Just as he did, Lee Hye-seong appeared from the building corner and came back.


 






 



"A good seat opened up here, huh? Lucky. The only seats left on the other side were in the back. It’s our first date outside, so we got lucky."


 






 



So he was thinking of it as a first date too...


 






 



"I was about to call to let you know about the seat opening..."


 






 



"Oh, really? I left my phone behind. What would you like to drink?"


 






 



Because people might recognize them, he didn’t let Hongseo order or pick up the drinks. "There are some people who occasionally recognize me, but it’s just whispers from a distance," he would always say when he went in and out of the building.


 






 



Feeling a bit guilty for doing things that his staff would normally do for him, Hongseo would always peek through the building, watching Lee Hye-seong’s movements.


 






 



When he came back with the drinks and cake, he looked down at Hongseo and sighed with a hint of a smile.


 






 



"Don’t apologize so much. Even if you weren’t a celebrity, I would have done it. And you wouldn’t have let me do it, so just give up on that."


 






 



Sitting down, he pressed Hongseo’s hat down once again and added in a lower voice.




"Although it's really cute that you're just staring at me and waiting."





"I was making sure you didn’t make any mistakes. It’s probably something you haven’t done much before."





"Unfortunately, I often go to cafés alone while taking walks around the neighborhood."





"Really?"





Seeing Hongseo's surprised and serious face, Lee Hye-seong chuckled and lightly pinched his cheek.





While he broke apart the cheesecake he had ordered, saying that eating a piece wouldn’t make him gain weight, Hongseo glanced at him.





"Are you going to Seocho-dong today?"





"Yeah, I’m usually in Seocho-dong even on weekends."





He also had a house in Bundang. He used to stay there when he didn’t have to go to work.





Hongseo knew the reason he was in Seocho-dong even on weekends. If he went to Bundang, he would be farther away from him. He stayed in Seocho-dong to be ready to meet him at any time.





Putting down the fork he was holding, filled with the soft, moist cake, Hongseo looked directly at him. The place they were sitting was one where no one would think anything odd about two men sitting side by side, even though it was a spot meant for enjoying the view.





"Could you let me stay over tonight?"





He said it without embarrassment. Hongseo’s expression and voice were calm and full of certainty, unlike the last time when he had said, "I’m anxious," and thrown himself into the request.





Lee Hye-seong, who had hesitated for a moment at the request to stay, smiled softly and responded jokingly.





"You’re always welcome, Hongseo. You can come and go as you please, even when I’m not here."





But tonight, he was determined to make sure Hongseo couldn’t avoid it.





"Not in the guest room."





"......"





"Can I sleep in your bedroom?"





---





When Hongseo came out of the bathroom, Lee Hye-seong was sitting on the sofa in front of the TV.





The screen was showing a variety show that disrupted the mood. Upon closer inspection, it was a variety show that Hongseo had appeared on. His gaze, which seemed to be lost in thought, didn’t look like he was watching the TV.





Noticing Hongseo’s presence, he quickly changed his neutral expression into a smile and stood up, turning off the TV and rushing over to him.





"Did you dry your hair well? Hmm, it’s dry and fluffy. Good job."





It felt odd to be praised just for drying his hair. If Lee Hye-seong had a child, Hongseo thought, their childhood must have been very happy.





Once again looking down at Hongseo, who was wearing his loose pajamas, Lee Hye-seong spoke apologetically.





"Should I get you your own pajamas, Hongseo? I feel bad having you wear mine every time you come."





"I just want to wear yours. I like it better that way."





At Hongseo’s clear response, Lee Hye-seong rubbed his mouth with his large hand, trying to hide his shyness.





"Well... I’m glad if that’s what you want."





In the bedroom, Hongseo now knew that if he wore Lee Hye-seong’s pajamas after taking a shower, Lee Hye-seong would become surprisingly shy, unlike usual.





"Since it’s rare, how about we watch a movie before bed? You said you wanted to watch *Eternal Sunshine* next time, right?"





Muttering to himself about which platform *Eternal Sunshine* was on, he began searching for the remote again.





Hongseo had a feeling about what he was trying to do. It was clear he was trying to delay the time they would both get into bed together.





"Can we watch the movie another time? It’s already midnight, and I’m a bit tired."





"Oh... really?"





Holding the remote, he tapped its head with one hand while his gaze wandered aimlessly in the air. He looked deeply troubled.
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    "Well, if you're tired, that's not good. It's bad for your health, and bad for your beauty..."



    



    He muttered some rambling words, which he wouldn’t usually say. Then, realizing there was no more avoiding the situation, he let out a long breath as if sighing. He threw the remote carelessly onto the sofa and, trying to act nonchalant, said:



    



    "Shall we lie down then?"



    



    After Hongseo indicated where to lie, Lee Hye-seong wandered around the room, making excuses, even after Hongseo had laid down with a pillow. He unnecessarily went to the bathroom, fetched a bottle of water from the small fridge beside the sofa, took a sip, and asked if Hongseo wanted some too. Hongseo shook his head while still lying down.



    



    After briefly watching Hongseo lying quietly under the blanket on his bed, Lee Hye-seong put the water bottle back in the fridge and finally climbed onto the bed.



    



    Once in bed, he turned off all the lights with the master switch on the bed's headboard.



    



    He lay on his side, facing Hongseo, and lightly shook Hongseo’s cheek as if teasing him.



    



    "Are you satisfied now, Hongseo?"



    



    The room was dimly lit with a faint nightlight, as he had left the blackout curtains slightly open. This allowed him to clearly see Hongseo’s facial features. Although the bed was quite large, they both lay at the edges of their pillows, as close as possible to each other. They were so close that their knees almost touched when they moved in the blanket.



    



    Despite Lee Hye-seong’s playful expression, Hongseo did not smile.



    



    In a small, almost whispering voice, like boys in a retreat sharing secret talks under the blanket, Hongseo spoke:



    



    "I have something to tell you."



    



    His serious expression and tone made Lee Hye-seong’s face grow serious as well.



    



    "Feel free to talk about anything."



    



    To reassure him, Lee Hye-seong gently brushed Hongseo's cheek with the back of his hand.



    



    "I might not feel much when we... do it."



    



    "......"



    



    Hongseo’s first experience had been violent, and all the sex since then had been an act. He pretended to feel pleasure, sometimes acting shy as if embarrassed. He had done it to avoid insults or getting beaten, or to prevent complaints from coming back to the boss. He had tailored his reactions based on their preferences and the atmosphere.



    



    He had never actually felt pleasure. Even when physically stimulated, he had reached climax, but the biological pleasure that usually comes with it had never been there. There was only the sting of skin and a feeling of emptiness. He had never maintained an erection during penetration, so, naturally, he had never climaxed from it either.



    



    So, he had always assumed that his sensitivity was low.



    



    But there was no falsehood in his desire for him. At the same time, he didn’t want to fake anything in bed with him. Even if his physical pleasure was somewhat dull, the emotional satisfaction would be full. After all, his kisses and moments with him had been truly enjoyable.



    



    Not wanting to disappoint him or make him feel guilty, he chose to speak honestly first.



    



    "So, it’s not because I don’t enjoy being with you... I really just want to be with you."



    



    "Okay, I understand. I won’t misunderstand."



    



    Lee Hye-seong reassured him with a soft smile.



    



    "Thanks for telling me. Everyone’s different, and that’s okay. What’s important is that we want each other and share that connection."



    



    The hand that had been caressing his cheek now gently swept his hair away from his forehead. He carefully asked, as if checking:



    



    "Is this something you’re forcing yourself to do because you don’t really like it...?"



    



    Hongseo shook his head firmly. Then, grabbing Lee Hye-seong’s elbow, he looked him straight in the eye.



    



    "Does it look like I’m doing this because I’m anxious?"



    



    "...No."



    



    Perhaps, it was true that he was still anxious.



    



    His complicated past remained, and with Lee Seok-yeong appearing, the situation might have even been more tense than before. But neither Lee Seok-yeong nor the boss mattered. Those things couldn’t reach them here in this bed.



    



    Right now, he only wanted him.



    



    Not out of lust, but as the natural next step of his emotions that had taken control of his heart.



    



    He wanted to be with someone he loved, someone he could say he loved. Someone who saw him, a broken person, as a precious baby. He wanted to open himself and share everything with that person. That was all.



    



    Hongseo reached for his neck, touching his skin gently, still whispering like it was a secret right in front of his face.



    



    "By the way... Am I a baby?"



    



    For a moment, Lee Hye-seong narrowed his eyes, trying to understand the meaning of his words. Then he burst into a soft laugh, shaking his head. His face, blushing from being caught, looked adorable.



    



    "Oh... you saw me at the café, huh?"



    



    But the moment he tried to look away, Lee Hye-seong’s face moved closer, rubbing his nose against Hongseo’s.



    



    "You are. I actually want to take care of you, follow you around and help with everything."



    



    "......"



    



    "Why? Don’t like it? Should I call you ‘Carrot Buyer’ instead? Does that sound better?"



    



    He stepped back a little and observed Choi Hong-seo's expression. Choi Hong-seo shook his head with an expression that was neither a smile nor a frown.



    



    "No, don't change it." Very... I really like it.



    



    Even while lying on my side, I stroked his endlessly broad shoulders. At the edge of his shoulder, I changed the direction of my hand to his thick deltoid, then to his elbow and forearm, and finally to his wrist... Slowly, I stroked his arm. And then, under the blanket, I grabbed his wrist with both hands.



    



    What are they trying to do?



    



    He was just quietly observing Choi Hong-seo's face with an interested look.



    



    With both hands, Choi Hong-seo grabbed his wrist and guided his hand towards her center. A place he would never dare to touch first.



    



    His palm touched the bulging volume and the warm skin of the delicate flesh.



    



    "......"



    



    His eyes twitched briefly.



    



    Choi Hong-seo slowly rubbed his genitals with his own hand. Every time he squirmed, the thin blanket covering his shoulders rustled.



    



    From top to bottom, then back up again. Then, deep between the legs. I guided his hand. As the large hand, wide as his tall stature, came between her legs, her thighs parted.



    



    "Umm..." Hmm."



    



    Choi Hong-seo shrugged his shoulders and narrowed his eyes.



    



    He had been passively letting his hand rest, but then he applied pressure with his fingertips, stimulating the skin between the testicles and the anus.



    



    Now he has started to move on his own.



    



    The concave palm stimulated the entire genitals, stroking from bottom to top. It wasn't just a simple rubbing motion. With the thick part of the palm underneath, it pressed against the testicles, then finally delicately stroked the penis with the fingers.



    



    "Sniff, sniff."



    



    I wasn't acting. Nevertheless, breath was escaping from Choi Hong-seo's lips uncontrollably.



    



    His gaze, which relentlessly followed every small reaction of Choi Hong-seo, was as sharp as if he were angry.



    



    "Heu... sob..." Huh...”



    



    Once again, as his hand slid smoothly between her legs, Choi Hong-seo was busy just holding his wrist and catching her breath.



    



    His hot lips descended upon her eyelid.



    



    "Are you okay?"



    



    The voice of Lee Hae-sung, who asked with concern, was also tightly suppressed by something. In the midst of this, his hand was increasingly touching Choi Hong-seo's genitals more intimately. Choi Hong-seo responded with a strange nod that was neither a yes nor a no.



    



    His penis was already hardening in his hand. It was hard to breathe even with the countless kisses connecting his cheeks, the tip of his nose, the philtrum, and his lips. His kiss seemed to steal all the oxygen from my breath. My heart was pounding so hard it felt like it was constricting.



    



    That place was a completely different world, a world that Choi Hong-seo did not know. Someone else's hand touched his genitals, and instead of feeling disgust or indifference, he felt a tingling sensation. Ah, so this is real sexual arousal.



    



    I barely managed to push his shoulder back by leaning my waist backward.



    



    "Now... Now, I'll take care of it for you.



    



    Then, after swallowing dryly, he crawled straight into the blanket. He chuckled as he watched Choi Hong-seo lift the blanket and see where he was going.



    



    "Um..." My baby is very bold.



    



    Choi Hong-seo lay down between his legs. Up to that point, it was fine, but I couldn't pull down his waistband as casually as I had done until now.



    



    A little while ago, perhaps due to the act of touching Choi Hong-seo's genitals, his groin was swollen. Based on its shape, it didn't seem fully erect, but still, the overall volume was a bit... It seemed excessively large.



    



    I tried to pull down the band of my pajamas, but my hand wouldn't cooperate properly. It just slipped and fumbled over his skin. His fingertips brushed against it, tickling him, and he chuckled as he reached out and ruffled Choi Hong-seo's hair.



    



    "Is Hongseo going to do it?"



    



    "Do you not like it, by any chance?"



    



    He might not like it. Not every man could be said to like fellatio. I only just thought of that, so I lifted my head and looked up at him.



    



    He laughed while shaking his head, still holding the blanket with one hand.



    



    "No, no, that's not it..." How could I dislike it when Hongseo is doing it for me? That's not it..."



    



    He, who had been lost in thought for a moment, seemed to think it wouldn't work out, so he grabbed Choi Hong-seo's wrist and pulled him up.



    



    "Come here." That's Gigi. You shouldn't touch Hongseo.



    



    Even though he probably didn't look delicate and pure, his penis, just out of the shower, couldn't possibly be dirty. I understood what he meant, but it was still a bit upsetting to hear him express it that way. No matter how understanding he is.



    



    "Not really... You just took a shower a little while ago.



    



    "Yeah." Not today, next time. It would be better if you could do it next time.



    



    Hesitantly, Choi Hong-seo was led up by him and awkwardly lay on his chest. Lee Haesung brushed back his hair and kissed his forehead, nose bridge, philtrum, and lips several times.



    



    "Let's touch each other a lot and kiss a lot today." "Okay?"



    



    Sex where we touch each other a lot and kiss a lot.



    



    Choi Hong-seo suddenly realized something as if struck by lightning. Every part of her face that he had kissed turned red. I was embarrassed. Unknowingly, I was trying to engage in service-oriented sex, as if I were entertaining.



    



    Even if Lee Haesung didn't know, Choi Hongseo himself knew. Why he suddenly tried to give a blowjob during their first time.
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    For the first time, I felt dirty about myself.



    



    It doesn't mean that I considered it clean until now. There was simply no occasion to compare or judge in such a way, whether dirty or clean.



    



    Now that someone I like, someone I want to sleep with of my own free will, has come into my life, I see myself as dirty. I became chillingly aware that my only experience with intimacy had been forced encounters.



    



    It was horrifying that I had developed such habits with Lee Haeseong, and the fact that those habits had become ingrained in me was terrifying. It was due to unavoidable coercion, and the fact that it was nothing but pain for her did not provide any comfort at this moment.



    



    Suddenly, like a virgin who knows nothing about sex, Choi Hong-seo didn't know what to do or how to do it.



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had cupped Choi Hong-seo's silent face in both hands, kissed him deeply on the lips.



    



    "And, today, I really want to do a lot for Hongseo."



    



    Not knowing what to say, I just buried my face between his neck. Like a child who, feeling sulky and mischievous, hides in the arms of the most trusted person when something upsetting happens.



    



    Lee Haeseong simply hugged Choi Hongseok, who was lying on his stomach, tightly with both arms.



    



    "Why is time dragging so much this time?"



    



    "......"



    



    "I wanted to meet you quickly." So that's why I went all the way to Yeongjongdo.



    



    He embraced her with one arm, stroked her shoulder, caressed her hair, and kissed her ear as he confessed.



    



    "If we find ourselves alone together again one night, I probably won't be able to hold back..." I won't be able to just leave you alone, I was thinking the same thing.



    



    "......"



    



    "It'll be today."



    



    Like laying a sleeping child down, Lee Hae-sung carefully placed Choi Hong-seo, whom he had been holding, right next to him. He propped himself up on his elbow, raised his upper body halfway, and lay down closely beside him, looking down at Choi Hong-seo. The hand touching the face was more moist than usual.



    



    "Even if I can avoid getting involved at all, once I start, I don't think I can hold back."



    



    "......"



    



    "Are you still okay?"



    



    It wasn't a boast or a joke; he was asking earnestly and kindly. Choi Hong-seo met his gaze and gently grasped his wrist.



    



    "I'm your uncle's boyfriend, so you don't have to hold back."



    



    His slightly smiling face slowly approached and pressed its lips against mine. Like intimate beasts confirming each other, they repeatedly parted their lips, took each other in, and let go. Little by little, their lips parted and intertwined more deeply and passionately.



    



    "Hmm..."



    



    In a state where their lips were perfectly locked together, his tongue slid in. A low moan escaped from deep within Choi Hong-seo's throat. It was much more intense than the kiss they shared in the car. Lustful, a bit explicit, and moving in a sticky manner... It was a kiss as foreplay.



    



    His tongue melted Choi Hong-seo's stiff tongue. Licking the underside, rubbing over the tongue, probing and twisting here and there, his tongue suddenly surged deeper, filling the mouth completely.



    



    "Um..." Hmm, hmm.



    



    Struggling to handle the onslaught of wet flesh, I gasped with my lips wide open, and he, right in front of me, watched every single reaction with his narrowed eyes. Unlike his usual sweet gaze, the intense look filled with suppressed desire made Choi Hong-seo's entire body tingle. Even though she had tried everything to feel it, her body remained stiff, but he was making her tremble with just his gaze.



    



    When Choi Hong-seo's body, which had been tense, had somewhat melted with the kiss.



    



    His right hand loosely wrapped around the back of his neck through the wide-open collar of his pajama top.



    



    "Ugh, ugh..."



    



    The fingertips softly brushing against my bare skin tickled, and without realizing it, I tightened my mouth, pressing against his tongue and moaning. Click, click. As I began to unbutton my pajamas, I felt a sense of urgency. To be precise, it was more like an unbearable itch. Choi Hong-seo wrapped her arms around his neck and bit her lip tightly.



    



    All the buttons were undone, and he used the back of his hand to widely spread the hem of his shirt outward.



    



    "......"



    



    His tongue retreated inside his mouth. As if to confirm the mark he had left, he stared intently at Choi Hong-seo's lips and kissed them several times.



    



    And then his gaze turned further down.



    



    His gaze lingered on the white chest revealed between the wide-open shirt.



    



    To handle the intense choreography and tight schedule, building basic physical strength through exercise was essential. Moreover, the choreography practice itself became a workout. Thanks to that, Choi Hong-seo's body was lean but not unattractive. For the sake of her clothes and dance lines, she always made sure to maintain her beautiful figure.



    



    Even though they weren't bulky, the well-trained, sleek muscles created shallow curves on the chest and lower abdomen, and the straight lines of the collarbone, shoulders, and narrow hips contrasted with the muscle's curves. The raw freshness and the ripe maturity coexisted beautifully on the well-maintained physique.



    



    Like feeling the texture of delicate fabric that easily gets scratched, he once again brushed his fingertips over the skin.



    



    "Hmm."



    



    With her lips covered by the back of her hand, Choi Hong-seo clenched her jaw.



    



    Not just the fingertips, but the first joint of the fingers, the second joint, and the entire palm pressed tightly against the chest. His hand moved as if it were sinking into the skin.



    



    "Sigh, ha..." Huh..."



    



    To the sound of Choi Hong-seo's labored breathing, his chest and lower abdomen heaved rapidly. I couldn't take my eyes off his thumb circling around the nipple.



    



    "Huh!"



    



    The moment he pinched her nipple hard with his thumb and index finger, Choi Hong-seo had to bite the back of her hand that was covering her mouth.



    



    "Haah, sob!" Sigh."



    



    Every time he rubbed the nipple between his fingers, his waist twisted. The place being caressed was the nipple, but my groin kept tingling. Even though I hadn't really started touching, I was embarrassed to show that I was getting aroused, and no matter how much I tried to hold back, my underwear was getting wetter and wetter.



    



    He slowly lowered his head while continuously observing Choi Hong-seo's reaction.



    



    Smooch, smooch.



    



    Kisses rained down on the nape of the neck, and the lips traced a large S-shape down to the chest.



    



    "Ugh!" Hmph!



    



    The moment his nipple was sucked into his lips, he couldn't even exhale. Choi Hong-seo kicked his legs as if to push him away. The stiffened nipple, which had been tightly gathered between his fingers, was being rubbed against his tongue, sucked hard, and bitten, swelling even more.



    



    "Ugh, hhh..."



    



    Choi Hong-seo now covered his mouth with his palm instead of the back of his hand. Like a real virgin, he was being stimulated by every scene he showed him.



    



    His face went down, further away. Even as his chest pounded and he gasped for breath, Choi Hong-seo looked for him with frightened eyes. His mouth was so dry that he had to swallow dry saliva to call him.



    



    “Oh, where are you going...”



    



    He looked up at me with his eyebrows raised as he went down kissing my lower abdomen. “This is driving me crazy,” he muttered, then grabbed Choi Hong-seo’s right hand with his left and kissed his fingertips.



    



    “Where would I go leaving such a beautiful child behind? I won’t go.”



    



    Next, he kissed me near my belly button.



    



    “It’s Hongseo here too.”



    



    Then, on the precarious edge where the pajama band begins.



    



    “Here too.”



    



    “Ugh, uh... ugh.”



    



    After that, she kissed my fully erect penis over my pajamas.



    



    “I’m with you, always.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo unconsciously squeezed his hand. He squeezed Choi Hong-seo's hand once with the same strength as if to reassure him, and then let go.



    



    I hope you don't let go of my hand. I hope you don't go down any further...



    



    Under Choi Hong-seo’s anxious gaze, Hae-seong slowly took off his pajamas and briefs so as not to be surprised. Even though he saw his already soaked underwear and his red, swollen penis, he did not tease or laugh. He just looked at him as if he was pressing down and licked his lips briefly with his tongue.



    



    He placed a large pillow under Choi Hong-seo's waist. The position of his buttocks became a little higher, and without hesitation, he lay down in front of Choi Hong-seo's groin.



    



    “No... no, there!”



    



    “There?”



    



    He calmly asked back while gently pressing Choi Hong-seo's lower abdomen as he tried to raise his upper body.



    



    “Gel, or if you don’t have gel, something like lotion… you can just use that to loosen it up!”



    



    “No. I’ll open it only with what comes out of my body.”



    



    He was resolute.



    



    He pushed his thighs outward, which kept trying to close, and pushed his face right between her spread legs.



    



    “If you look at a place like that, you’ll get cold.”



    



    “I guess the baby forgot that I’m gay.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Even if you’re heterosexual, it’s the same. Hongseo’s anus is the most exciting genitalia for me. It doesn’t make sense to tell me not to lick or suck my lover’s genitalia.”



    



    Still looking at Choi Hong-seo, he stuck out his tongue as if to show off and licked the top of her anus.



    



    “So this isn’t Liming, this is Felaya.”



    



    As soon as he finished speaking, this time his tongue rubbed over the hole as if it were supporting it. Choi Hong-seo got goosebumps.



    



    “Just now, I... I didn’t let you do it... Heuk! Heuk!”



    



    “Oh, Hongseo can’t do it. Today is my day to do it.”
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    Earlier, I... They wouldn't let me do it... Huh! Gasp!



    



    "Uh, Hongseon can't do it." Today is my day to take care of it.



    



    Even just by making a slightly contemplative expression, he would read Choi Hong-seo's needs or emotions and adjust accordingly... I wondered if that person was really him. However, the person who was looking at me with hungry eyes, with half of his face buried between his legs, was clearly understanding.



    



    Without any discomfort or disgust, igniting an excitement and pleasure in his entire being that he had never felt before... He was clearly a person of understanding, and he knew that it was something only a person of understanding could do.



    



    "Whoo, huh..."



    



    At the touch that pulled the flesh on either side of the anus to widen the hole, Choi Hong-seo's waist twitched.



    



    The tongue, applying saliva repeatedly over the open hole, moved with a softness that was almost ticklish. I had no choice but to twist my hips while lying down.



    



    "Umm, hmm..." Hah, huh, heh.



    



    His dedication to taking care of the place he would enter was relentless and devoted. It felt like I was going crazy. My butt kept tightening involuntarily, and my toes slid smoothly over the seat. I was so anxious that I almost wished he would rub me like he did earlier.



    



    Even though I had prepared in the bathroom, exposing the parts for intercourse right in front of him, making him smell and blush, was unbearable. Not just my face or ears, but my entire body turned red.



    



    It was the first time.



    



    From start to finish, the act was always just creepy and utterly unpleasant, but there was never a moment of shame. Cheo Hong-seo realized for the first time that the embarrassment on the bed is a feeling that can only be felt in front of someone you like.



    



    As the entrance softened due to saliva, this time a finger pushed in.



    



    As the heels lifted, Choi Hong-seo's waist rose into the air.



    



    "Ah, uh..." Huh!”



    



    His saliva-soaked fingers carefully pierced the entrails, straight and long. Even during this, he continued to tease the entrance with his tongue to keep it from drying out.



    



    As the number of fingers increased, the entrance widened, and the inner walls became smoother. The speed of the fingers going in and out gradually increased. As if scraping the inner wall, pressing with the fingertips, then pulling out and straightening the fingers to thrust deeply, at that moment, the entire body trembled and resonated. Thud, thud, thud. It felt like a long groove was being carved into his brain, following the shape of his fingers.



    



    "Haaah, huh..." Huh! Hah, huh!”



    



    Saliva bubbling around the hole, long, glistening fingers slipping in and out, the hole gasping as the fingers probe, pulling out the red flesh that clings to them... It seemed as if the lewd images happening between his own legs were vividly visible to Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Above all, the thought that he was watching all those scenes right in front of him... I couldn't tell if it was arousing my shame or my excitement.



    



    Being helplessly jolted by the force of his arm digging into her side, Choi Hong-seo raised her arm and covered her own eyes.



    



    "Don't look..." Huff, don't, don't look... Sir, please... Sob...



    



    I begged as if I were about to cry.



    



    However, regardless of the content of the words, the tender flesh that had melted below was sweetly clinging to his fingers. The sensation of the fingers, forcefully thrusting in and curling at the tips to explore and rub inside, was vivid. Just being aware that a part of his body was inside me made me feel even more open below. It was none other than himself who was propping up his knees, spreading his thighs, and thrusting his hips. He had never asked for it.



    



    Between his legs, with a voice heavily suppressed and roughly scratched, consumed by lust, he looked up at Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "Who says I'm not feeling well?"



    



    "Huh, huh..." Really... Originally well... Can't, huh.”



    



    "With the current appearance, it's not credible."



    



    "Come up..." Huff, hey, come here and do it...



    



    Even if I reach down and wave my arms, the only thing that touches my hand is his hair.



    



    Using the strength of his entire arm, every time he thrust up, Choi Hong-seo's erect penis, which was pressed against his lower abdomen, would alternately bounce and sway left and right. Then, each time he thrust his hips hard, he would stagger and suddenly rise up, slapping his face. Each time, Choi Hong-seo covered his mouth, but he didn't care at all. Rather, he looked at her with eyes that chased after a rich prey, only to covet.



    



    When Choi Hong-seo's lower body was able to comfortably accommodate three fingers, he swiftly withdrew his fingers and raised his upper body.



    



    The empty hole where the finger had been pulled out still trembled with pleasure. Twitch, twitch, he felt the open entrance that couldn't close quivering, and he, kneeling between Choi Hong-seo's legs, was also looking down at the lewd contraction.



    



    His hand, with his elbow bent and right arm raised, disappeared behind his back. Then he grabbed the back of his T-shirt and pulled it up. He took off his top in one swift motion and appeared even larger in the darkness.



    



    No matter what he was wearing, it was immediately clear that he had a well-trained, robust physique. However, the bare body revealed after taking off all the clothes was beyond that.



    



    His arms and torso, which looked slender in the top-notch tailored suit, were packed with thick muscles. The muscles that bulged in a chain reaction, moving like a finely-tuned machine, looked as hard as steel forged and hammered in fire. It seemed like he wouldn't feel pain even if he were hit, and that blades wouldn't be able to penetrate. It looked strong, yet the organism, made up of soft curves, was beautiful.



    



    Every time he breathed, his taut chest muscles swelled, and the grooves between his abs were deep and sharp, as if carved with a rough chisel. Choi Hong-seo's gaze moved a bit lower.



    



    Even though he was wearing underwear, his erection was so pronounced that the shape of the glans was clearly visible, as if it were about to tear through his pajamas. The part that touched the glans was more soaked than the rest.



    



    He pushed the band down without hesitation.



    



    Showing one's genitals was no different from taking off one's shirt, and the nonchalant behavior, seemingly without awareness, appeared even more sexy in Choi Hong-seo's eyes.



    



    While taking off his pajamas and briefs, his penis bobbed heavily. It was so large and swollen that it was cumbersome, and as hard as an old tree root, so even the slightest movement caused a significant vibration. Even the thick and heavy testicles hanging below the penis seemed like they would hurt every time they swayed. The heavy, dripping fluid that soaked the glans fell onto the sheet with a plop, and at that moment, Choi Hong-seo swallowed hard and hesitantly sat up.



    



    Was Choi Hong-seo's worry about feeling unwell not unfounded? As he got off the bed and walked towards the nightstand, he subtly adjusted his groin. Even though I knew it was just an intention to make it less shaky, it felt like an act of flaunting sexual superiority. The problem was that the ostentatious behavior actually aroused Choi Hong-seo's sexual desire.



    



    The silhouette of his erect form from the side was unbelievable. Even in Western porn, it was rare to see someone of that size.



    



    But it wasn't ugly. The harmonious ratio of thickness and length, and the breathtakingly lifted angle of the eyelashes, like those curled with a curler, were even beautiful.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been completely captivated by his profile, widened his eyes upon discovering the plastic cylinder he had found in the nightstand.



    



    "Jel, you were there!"



    



    Looking down at Choi Hong-seo's resentful expression, he shrugged his shoulders.



    



    "Um..." I never said I didn't have it. Even if it did exist, I wanted to open it with care using my bodily fluids.



    



    He climbed onto the bed, smiled, and kissed her. In the ensuing passionate kiss, my mind became hazy, and I could no longer continue the struggle. When the tongue, which had intertwined as if melting sweetly into one, finally left the mouth, Choi Hong-seo's member had once again become even harder.



    



    He opened the condom with one hand while kissing Choi Hong-seo's face all over.



    



    "What time does the schedule start tomorrow?"



    



    "Tomorrow, the boss said to take a break..."



    



    "......"



    



    His hand, which was taking the condom out of the wrapper, paused for a moment. And then he nodded and said.



    



    "Ah..." That's a really kind thing to say.



    



    Choi Hong-seo wrapped her hand around his wrist as he tried to put the airless condom on his glans.



    



    "So, since we're resting tomorrow, I want to do it without a condom."



    



    "......"



    



    He remained silent with a slightly surprised and conflicted expression. However, Choi Hong-seo could tell that he also strongly desired it.



    



    The temptation to feel each other's most intimate and vulnerable parts as they are, without even allowing a 0.01-centimeter layer of polyurethane.



    



    "We do it without a condom, us."



    



    As he kept repeating those words, a strange courage welled up in Choi Hong-seo. No, it was more like stubbornness. I wanted him. I had never felt more certain about anything than this.



    



    Scratching his cheek in contemplation, he finally removed Choi Hong-seo's pajamas, which were still precariously hanging on with all the buttons undone. And then, kissing the exposed shoulder, they both collapsed onto the mat. His hand stroking my forehead was warm.



    



    "Our child has a very strong sexual curiosity."



    



    As expected, he seemed to be trying to brush it off with a joke. Because it was Choi Hong-seo who felt the strain on his body when they did it without a condom.



    



    Choi Hong-seo embraced his neck, rubbed his lips against his roughening cheek, and whispered.



    



    "Since we're dating, it's okay to just do it."



    



    I rubbed my thighs against his side as he lay stretched out, and I pressed my face against his arm as it moved from my forehead to the back, brushing my hair aside.



    



    He twisted his waist and rubbed his penis gently between Choi Hong-seo's legs.



    



    "This... "Insert it without a condom?"



    



    Meeting his gaze, Choi Hong-seo nodded. She cupped his face, pulled him close, and kissed him on the chin and lips. Even as he responded to the cute, pleading kiss, his face still bore an expression of concern. But within his narrowed eyes, a stubborn desire flickered. As evidence, his husky voice was more raspy than usual.



    



    "Finish inside your tender belly?"



    



    "Please."



    



    Hanging onto his neck, she showered his handsome face with kisses.



    



    "Do it like that." Put it in just like that.



    



    "What if you get pregnant then?"



    



    "......"



    



    "Will you marry me?"



    



    His face remained completely serious without a hint of a smile, causing Choi Hong-seo to momentarily freeze in place. After a few seconds, seeing his smile, she realized it was a joke and let out a light, dismissive laugh. However, the laughter didn't last long.



    



    "Heuuh, hick..." Haah, huh...



    



    Just the friction of his glans against the relaxed anal entrance completely disrupted Choi Hong-seo's breathing. If his thick torso hadn't been covering it, it would have been flopping around like a fish dragged onto land. It was astonishing how he could feel so sensitively.



    



    "Haah, heuk, heup."



    



    His penis, which had been thoroughly rubbed and widened at the entrance, was slowly entering. This time, Choi Hong-seo's breathing became quiet. He focused solely on receiving the intense heat sliding between his legs, eyes wide open and mouth agape. No, I couldn't think of anything else.
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    Lee Haesung propped himself up with his elbow under Choi Hongseo's armpit to support his weight. To avoid accidentally crushing the partner lying below. In that position, he pressed his upper body as close to Choi Hong-seo as possible. Between their lower abdomens, Choi Hong-seo's genitals rubbed against Lee Hae-seong's, and Lee Hae-seong's chest gently pressed against and brushed against Choi Hong-seo's chest.



    



    "Ugh, huh!" Hah... Hoo, hoo...



    



    Biting and releasing her lower lip repeatedly, Choi Hong-seo tried to control her breathing. However, it wasn't easy. It felt like someone was forcefully pushing a smooth, large bead under me. Just when I thought it was absolutely impossible, it suddenly slipped in and settled inside me. The burning sensation and foreign feeling were still there, but it seemed like I had passed the worst of it. Breathing had become much easier.



    



    "Ha, he... he..." Huh... Sob.



    



    Looking down at his twelve-year-younger lover, who was struggling to handle his own genitals, Lee Hae-sung's eyes were filled with pity.



    



    He brushed aside the wet hair sticking to Choi Hong-seo's forehead. Continuing to place dry and hot kisses around the eyes, nose, cheeks, and lips where sweat had formed, he gently called out his lover's name.



    



    "Hongseo, baby, look at me." "Make eye contact with me."



    



    "Sniff, sniff..." Huhhh...



    



    Like a person on the brink of death, Choi Hong-seo's blurred eyes blinked several times, finally focusing on Lee Hae-sung.



    



    "Does it hurt?" Am I making the baby sick?



    



    With half-closed eyes and exhaling a breath, Choi Hong-seo shook his head. If I said there was no pain at all, it would be a lie. It felt like being burned from below by a hot iron pillar.



    



    But it wasn't all just pain. It was more like a tingling sensation felt as it was forcibly stretched and expanded, rather than actual pain. Moreover, that tingling sensation was accompanied by a strange excitement. The excitement of this tight sensation being caused by his penis.



    



    "Uh, how much... Did you come in?



    



    With his parched lips twitching, Choi Hong-seo asked like that. Looking down at the lower half of his body, which was hidden from view by his own body.



    



    Lee Ha-sung, like a person who had committed a grave sin, bowed his head deeply and kissed Choi Hong-seo on the ear.



    



    "Now the glans is all the way in."



    



    "......"



    



    My entire lower body aches as if I've had intense sex a couple of times, and yet only the glans has barely entered. It's not that I want it to end quickly, but I thought at least half of it would be in by now. Choi Hong-seo was a bit scared.



    



    Unknowingly, I hesitated for a moment, and just as I was about to crawl up, his lower body immediately followed.



    



    I'm sorry, I'm sorry... Licking the sweat beaded on his lover's temple, Lee Hae-sung apologized in a choked voice.



    



    "If it's hard, hug me."



    



    Following the whispering voice in her ear, Choi Hong-seo embraced the wide and thick shoulders that completely covered her view. Hugging him made me feel a bit alive.



    



    I slipped my arm under his armpit and rested my hand on his shoulder. Rubbing my forehead against his shoulder, nibbling on his collarbone, and then, when I suddenly couldn't breathe, biting down hard on his skin.



    



    His penis pushed in by a finger's length, then pulled back out by twice that length. Then, he pushed in one more finger than the first. While repeatedly performing that act, he kept looking down and felt with his hand to check the state of the open anus.



    



    "Heeuh, hick..." Huff... Huff. Huh.”



    



    As the act of rubbing back and forth began, a moist excitement rose from the area where the friction occurred. With the gentle movement gliding over the mucous membrane, Choi Hong-seo was in a frenzy. As if someone were tickling the soles of her feet, she couldn't help but keep fidgeting her feet. I bit my lower lip and squeezed the shoulder in front of me.



    



    "Like that, heh, you don't have to be too gentle..." It's okay... Haa, sob."



    



    Slowly lifting the large back that was lying on top of Choi Hong-seo, he spoke with difficulty through his rough breathing.



    



    "Not yet." "Enough, after getting more wet."



    



    With her forehead resting on his shoulder, Choi Hong-seo shook her head. In a voice muffled by her ragged breathing, she struggled to confess to him.



    



    "Because you're being gentle..." I can't stand it... Hic, I can't stand it... Sigh, sob...



    



    Looking down at Choi Hong-seo, who was clinging to him, he kissed her cheek and gradually increased the pace of his movements.



    



    To avoid pushing too hard, he moved only his waist and hips precisely. Even so, the muscles in his upper back and shoulders, where Choi Hong-seo's hand reached, twitched. Even though only half of it was inside, and he was shaking his waist quickly, it absolutely wouldn't come out, filled to the brim as if it were about to burst. The edge of the prominent glans got stuck at the entrance, clunk, clunk. Even that tight feeling made Choi Hong-seo's lower abdomen boil even more.



    



    Like a large carnivorous beast panting over a female, he was expressing his excitement with his entire body. His entire body was tense, and his labored breathing sounded ferocious. Nevertheless, he still moved only in the shallow areas.



    



    "Hahuh, heuh, heuk..." "Mm..."



    



    The friction that stimulated the sensitive peripheral nerves around the entrance of the hole felt like it was driving Choi Hong-seo crazy. It would be better to just be pounded in.



    



    "Yo..." Do it intensely, yo... Rather, that would be better...!”



    



    Pushing up his back and rubbing his penis against his lower abdomen, Choi Hong-seo pleaded. I didn't even have the mental capacity to ponder how shameful that statement was. Rubbing his thighs against his tightly clenched, bulging glute muscles, I instinctively pleaded in a sweet voice.



    



    "Please make it comfortable for me, sir..." My stomach... The inside of my butt is... constantly itchy...



    



    As if unable to resist the cuteness, he turned his head and rubbed his lips against Choi Hong-seo's face. Still entering and exiting shallowly and quickly.



    



    Where are you itchy? "Shall I scratch it for you?"



    



    "Stomach, inside the stomach..."



    



    "Is it okay if I scratch it with my penis?"



    



    "Please do it for me..." Hah, huh... Uncle, more, huff, thud, thud, please.



    



    Like two affectionate beasts, they intertwined their limbs, kissed, rubbed their bodies together, and whispered sweet nothings. The pleasure that blossomed from below and spread throughout the body dulled my senses, and I didn't feel much embarrassment.



    



    "Huh!" Huh... Huh!”



    



    The moment his back arched sharply and then snapped back, Choi Hong-seo's chin was thrust upward.



    



    "Sigh..." Sniff... Huh, huh..."



    



    I couldn't close my jaw at the feeling of a buzzing inside my body. Because it hurt, and it felt like the 'thing' he tore into me was burning, my thighs instinctively closed. No, I tried to close my legs, but his lower body was covering me from below, so I couldn't.



    



    The next moment, he stepped back, and just as the pain slightly faded, something large struck him once again. What had previously tickled his insides with excessive caution now showed no mercy. A blow that felt like it was striking all the way to the crown of his head poured in relentlessly. Choi Hong-seo instinctively struggled to push him away.



    



    He pressed Choi Hong-seo's lower abdomen while lifting his upper body. Then he raised his arm and wiped the sweat off his face. Twisting his hips, he deliberately rubbed the perfectly interlocked area of their bodies more slickly, looking down at Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "Please do it like this..." Hongseo said so. "Why are you pushing me away, huh?"



    



    "Ah, ha..." Haaah, mm...”



    



    "Everything is in." Got it?



    



    "Mo, mohu..." I don't know... Huff, sniff!Hah!”



    



    No, he didn't move just with his waist.



    



    From his broad shoulders to his thick chest, his firm abdomen, and his firm but sharp pelvis, he moved while creating large waves all over his body. Just as waves slowly rolled in from the distant sea and turned into huge tidal waves when they reached the shore, the waves created by his entire body were being pushed into Choi Hong-seo’s body. The power was enormous.



    



    Choi Hong-seo opened his eyes wide and trembled as if he was seeing a terrifying apparition.



    



    As he continued to stroke his waist, he gently scratched Choi Hong-seo's pubic hair with his fingers. He stroked the record-breaking penis that was still erect even after inserting a huge object, and then he swept up over his lower abdomen and pressed his fingertips on a spot slightly above his belly button.



    



    “I guess it’s about here now.”



    



    “Uh-huh, yeah... uh...”



    



    Choi Hong-seo bit his lips and moaned under the double stimulation of entering from below, filling him up, and pressing down on his stomach. As the insertion got faster, his whole body trembled from the force.



    



    “My baby, you only had a little for dinner. You must be full now.”



    



    “Ugh, yeah. Ugh. Black. Ugh, black!”



    



    The inner thighs, which had been spread wide open because he had dug deep inside, continued to cramp slightly. He stroked the white flesh and increased the speed of his thrusts. The sensation of ejaculation, which was almost within reach, came rushing in.



    



    Chulbuk, chulbuk, chulbuk. Even the hot sound of wet flesh rubbing against each other seemed like part of the caress. Even though I wasn't rubbing against his body, clear fluid was leaking out of my glans. My entire lower abdomen was throbbing.



    



    Looking down at all of this with unforgiving, angry eyes, he grabbed Choi Hong-seo's waist and pulled with all his might.



    



    “Ugh! Haauk!”



    



    Choi Hong-seo ejaculated with his mouth wide open, as if he were panting for breath. The pleasure of ejaculation made his insides convulse, squeezing and sticking to his penis. Gasp, gasp... He twisted the sheets and shook his body intermittently. He wanted to curl up, but he couldn't. He felt like his body would break apart if he moved even the slightest wrong way.



    



    “Oh! Haa...”



    



    The penis that had been tightly filling my body suddenly slipped out. It was a very strange feeling. I had not put it in, but had pulled it out. But I felt a tingling pleasure and my whole body trembled. The hole that had been sucking and sucking something away had become extremely sensitive.



    



    The ejaculate splashed onto his stomach and chest. Looking down at Choi Hong-seo, who was covered in sweat and semen and glistening, he rubbed his glans again in front of the open hole. His thing twitched greedily as he poured out so much precum from his stomach.



    



    “No! No, no, not now!... You just left... No! No, please... Ugh, huff!”
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    "No! N-not now!... We just finished... please, stop... please... ah..."



    



    Unlike the first time, where he had felt each gradual push, this time he could feel it burying itself deep all at once, filling him completely. Now that his body had grown more pliant, the pain was gone, replaced by sheer pleasure. But pleasure taken to the extreme could turn into something as overwhelming as pain.



    



    He pulled Hongseo’s spread thighs down tightly as he thrust roughly. The rapid movements against his overly sensitive body after climax pushed him to the edge. There was nowhere to escape.



    



    The same Hongseo who had asked him not to hold back, even asking him to be rougher, was now begging for him to stop. The intense sensation spread throughout his lower body, making him feel as if he was about to overflow. He wasn’t even sure if this was pleasure anymore.



    



    He wrapped an arm around one of Hongseo’s thighs, bringing it to his chest, and hooked the ankle over his shoulder. With Hongseo's leg raised and the angle shifted, a new wave of sensation struck him.



    



    “Ah, n-no... no more... please... just for a moment…”



    



    Trying to sit up was impossible with one leg held aloft, leaving him no choice but to writhe on the sheets, clutching and scratching at anything he could grab.



    



    He bit and kissed his way along Hongseo's calf draped over his shoulder, while his other hand held Hongseo’s hips firmly, preventing any escape. Though he murmured apologies and planted kisses in solace, he continued moving mercilessly inside him.



    



    “You’re so good, Hongseo, aren’t you? Just a little more.”



    



    “L-liar... ngh… when you say a ‘little’... it’s... hng…”



    



    As he pushed roughly, he never took his eyes off Hongseo. He drank in the sight of his arched neck, the tense line of his throat, the rise and fall of his chest and stomach, the way his fingers clutched desperately at the sheets, and even the way his length and sensitive skin bounced in response to each thrust. All of it was as if every part of him was sustenance to his partner, part of the act itself, nourishing his desires.



    



    His hand on Hongseo’s inner thigh caressed the tender skin, making him feel even more aware of every movement. He kissed along the ankle and nibbled at the skin, moving down to the arch of his foot, and finally took two of Hongseo’s toes into his mouth, sucking on them.



    



    “A-ah... no… no...!”



    



    Even as he thrashed and shook his head, Hongseo couldn’t take his eyes off him. Seeing him, usually so refined and reserved in a tailored suit, now dripping with sweat and giving in fully to his lust, was shockingly arousing. It was a complete contrast to his usual composed and restrained self.



    



    His entire body felt as if it were melting. It wasn’t just their bodies connecting—it felt like every part of him was intertwined with his partner’s.



    



    At a pace that seemed like it would break the bed itself, he drove himself to his peak inside Hongseo.



    



    Even during climax, he didn’t loosen or stop his movements. To the very end, he held tightly, as if he wanted to possess every part of Hongseo’s body. He moved his hips in a circular motion, grinding against him, his teeth still grazing the toes in his mouth as if he could swallow them whole.



    



    Hongseo had no strength left to resist or struggle now; he could only tremble and take in the pleasure being poured into him. Tears streamed down his cheeks, and saliva trailed from the corner of his mouth, but he was too dazed to even think about collecting himself.



    



    “Come here.”



    



    Letting go of his legs, he pulled Hongseo’s limp body into his arms, supporting him by the lower back.



    



    As his body was lifted, the warm release inside him began to trickle downward.



    



    He gently wiped away the tears on Hongseo’s lashes and the dried tear tracks at his temple. Leaning in, he captured Hongseo’s parted lips, swallowing his shallow breaths in a kiss.



    



    “Mm... mmm…”



    



    Even as he kissed him, he continued to grind against him, savoring the lingering sensations of climax. In the meantime, inside Hongseo, he felt himself hardening once again.



    



    Having only experienced extremes—either serving alone or being treated roughly at someone else’s whim—Hongseo now felt a late-growing unease in being in a situation where he could only feel and let himself be taken.



    



    While cradling and stroking his head, who was diligently sucking on the nipple with his face buried in her chest, Choi Hong-seo cautiously asked.



    



    "I... I'm not doing anything, but do you really like me?



    



    "You're not doing anything."



    



    He grabbed Choi Hong-seo's buttocks with both hands, spread them apart, and traced the edges of the hole with his fingers. The hole that was gripping him twitched and contracted with just a light touch.



    



    "Ugh, um..."



    



    "How good the reaction is."



    



    "Ugh, uh..." "Yeah..."



    



    "Seeing you constantly in heat, don't you get it?"



    



    In the position where they were sitting facing each other, with their arms and torso tightly bound, he thrust upward from below.



    



    His words about being greedy were not false. He was not the kind of man who would just get an erection, insert, rub, and finish in a quick and trivial manner. He wanted all of Choi Hong-seo, awakened all of her, and in doing so, finally had all of her.



    



    Heat and regret, ticklishness and explosion, a maddening rush and the liberating breathlessness of forgetting everything... In all the new sensations he gave, Choi Hong-seo finally understood what real sex was.



    



    Being in your hands, being in your arms. Using my whole body to look, touch, and feel, I can confirm the other person's presence. I was moved by it and grateful. I was grateful to have met him.



    



    After countless times, it felt like there was nothing left inside me. It was the first time I felt that way through sex. Thoroughly emptied and hollowed out, it felt as if I had been reborn, or rather, as if I had become clearer. By none other than Lee Hae-sung.



    



    Please provide the text you would like to have translated.



    



    My hands were trembling so much that he had to open the bottle cap for me. It was so hard to lift my arm that water dribbled down my chin several times. Nevertheless, I almost finished a whole bottle of water. Even though he had given me water two or three times along the way, my throat was still parched.



    



    After handing the bottle to him, who looked at me with pity, I collapsed onto the bed as if I had been buried. It felt like being a towel twisted and tangled together, dehydrated.



    



    A sheet was laid over the naked body lying face down, and the sound of his slippers being taken off followed. After a while, the sound of water could be faintly heard from the bathroom attached to the bedroom. Again, the sound of his footsteps approaching.



    



    The sounds he created were like white noise, soothing to the mind.



    



    Swoosh. The sheets were pulled back, and I felt a warm moisture on my buttocks along with a gentle touch. It was a towel soaked in warm water.



    



    "It's fine..."



    



    "I need to see if it's okay or not."



    



    With a warm wet towel, he wiped between Choi Hong-seo's legs once, then bent his upper body and brought his face closer to her lower body.



    



    "It's really okay there!" It's nothing!



    



    During sex, I was almost out of my mind from the beginning. So, I could say all sorts of things and do all sorts of things, but now it was embarrassing to expose my lower body to him.



    



    But he gently pressed Choi Hong-seo's back and made him lie down again.



    



    "Just for a moment, please cooperate, Mr. Choi Hong-seo."



    



    "Ugh..." Ugh.”



    



    The entrance to the anus was gently pulled on both sides. Choi Hong-seo bowed his head deeply and closed his eyes. Drip... As the hole opened, his semen that had been pooled inside flowed out. Unable to withstand that lewd sensation, he gathered the sheets with his hands and buried his face in them.



    



    However, I had to lift my head again because the fingers were groping and pushing their way inside.



    



    "Ugh." "See, you said you would just look."



    



    "You're not trying to do something dirty, are you?" I'm just checking if the inside is okay.



    



    Even if he had no lewd intentions, Choi Hong-seo's sensitive insides were not the same. He bit his lip tightly to avoid feeling the gentle caress of the hand rubbing his back.



    



    "The entrance is a bit swollen."



    



    "......"



    



    "Even if it's annoying, just do the sitz bath and go to bed." "Okay?"



    



    He leaned over Choi Hong-seo, who was lying face down, and gently kissed his ear and cheek, soothing him tenderly. It seemed better to listen to him since I would have to work after taking a day off. I nodded and lifted my upper body.



    



    "Should I carry you, or hug you?"



    



    I wanted to say I could walk on my own, but after finishing off three or four times and dealing with the vigorous libido of a man over 190, my lower body didn't feel like my own.



    



    I took his outstretched hands, got up from the bed, and wrapped my arms around his neck. Carrying Choi Hong-seo to the bathroom, he kept chuckling for some reason. He quietly pressed his lips to the back of his neck, which tasted salty, and Choi Hong-seo said nothing.



    



    He carefully placed Choi Hong-seo in the bathtub. He immediately followed her into the bathtub, held her waist, and carefully sat her down. Like dealing with a child who doesn't know how to do anything, he wanted to do everything for her one by one.



    



    Sitting between his legs, Choi Hong-seo leaned loosely against his chest behind. I couldn't help but feel relaxed and loose. His wet hand brushed over his face and swept his hair back. It was a pleasant touch.



    



    Kissing the temple, gently stroking the nipple with the hand that embraced the chest, he whispered in a soft voice.



    



    "I'm sorry for making it difficult."



    



    Choi Hong-seo shook his head several times while looking down. He pressed his lips to her ear while holding her chest tighter.



    



    "It was really good."



    



    "......"



    



    "More than I imagined."



    



    At the sweet voice sharing the impressions, Choi Hong-seo's exposed nape and earlobe turned red. Lee Haeseong pressed his lips against the prominent collarbone revealed before him and gently rubbed it.



    



    "Even now, I want to do more."



    



    "......"



    



    Did Choi Hong-seo feel his body involuntarily stiffen? He chuckled softly from behind and shrugged his shoulders.



    



    "I know." "Today, I'm going to stop bothering you."



    



    "......"



    



    Contrary to his words that he would stop tormenting me, his hardened penis was pressing against my back.



    



    "So, even if you feel something hard on your butt, just ignore it."



    



    He lightly spoke while rubbing his lips on her shoulder. It felt as if he could read her thoughts, and Choi Hong-seo was taken aback. Thinking that I should bring up a different topic, I asked the question I had been curious about for a while.



    



    "But..."



    



    In the bathroom, the pitifully cracked voice echoed even louder. After clearing her throat, Choi Hong-seo spoke again.



    



    "But, sir, you don't smoke."



    



    "I used to smoke, but I quit with great difficulty."



    



    "When did you quit?"



    



    "First, my mother passed away, and not long after, my father passed away too..." Only then did I properly finalize the divorce. I cut it off around that time.



    



    "......"



    



    "I've been smoking since high school, so it's not easy to quit."



    



    "Since high school?"



    



    "Um... It was almost the only deviation of the upright successor.



    



    He jokingly talked while tucking her hair behind her ear.



    



    His nickname, "Model Student of the Third Generation Conglomerate Heir," came to mind. I imagined the ideal high school student, Lee Hae-sung, with a perfect face and physique, smoking a cigarette in his impeccably neat school uniform. Somehow, he seemed like he was already a decision-maker and the highest authority even as a high school student. The intellect and spirit within the school uniform were already mature, and it wasn't difficult to imagine the exhaustion he felt from playing the role of an exemplary student.
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    Wanting to see his face, Choi Hong-seo turned his heavy body halfway and sat down. "Lean comfortably," he said, propping his back with his knees. At times, I was so surprised by him that I thought his kindness could almost be considered a special talent.



    



    While growing up, my parents never properly taught me manners. While going through school life and after entering society, I had learned by picking up on things as I went along. Lee Hae-sung was a different person from himself, who had grown up carelessly and was just rough around the edges. He was completely different from any other VIPs I had met so far.



    



    I wanted to learn even if it meant imitating him. I wanted to give him back even just a little bit.



    



    Splash splash. In his embrace, Choi Hong-seo shifted her position and sat sideways, reaching out to touch his face.



    



    "You did well." Cigarettes are bad for your health, you know.



    



    What is he doing? With curious eyes, Lee Hae-seong, who had been watching Choi Hong-seo, revealed his teeth and smiled at the ticklish sensation of touching his cheek.



    



    "It's been a while since I received a compliment, so I'm really excited."



    



    "Long time no see?"



    



    "There's no one who scolds me, but there's also no one who praises me." There are many people who flatter, but that's not praise.



    



    He placed his hand over Choi Hong-seo's hand as she touched his face. He looked down tenderly, as if it were something beautiful and fascinating, and gently caressed it with great care. Then, she kissed each fingertip, each nail. Slowly. As if determined to remember each shape and color. In the end, she bit her nails hard enough to not hurt herself.



    



    Even in that act, Choi Hong-seo could feel that he was loved. Everything he said and did was like that.



    



    This time, Choi Hong-seo took his hand and squeezed it. As a person of his height, his hands were quite large. Although his appearance was neat and did not seem very large at first glance, when directly compared or touched, the length and thickness of his fingers, as well as the width and thickness of the back of his hand, were quite substantial. It was about the size where one could easily hold a basketball with one hand, and it was just as heavy.



    



    I took his left hand with both hands, kissed the tips of his fingers, and bit my nails. Just like he did.



    



    Leaning his elbow on the edge of the bathtub and resting his temple, Lee Hae-sung was watching the scene with a smiling face.



    



    "Are you copying me?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    "Am I this cute?"



    



    "......"



    



    "You're holding it with both hands like that, you look just like a kid eating hotteok."



    



    It wasn't that I wanted to be cute; I imitated it because I wanted him to feel loved. It seemed like a failure after all.



    



    As the hair, now heavy from being soaked in water, fell down, he carefully swept it back behind her forehead again. And then, squeezing shower gel onto the sponge, he created bubbles and gently scrubbed Choi Hong-seo's upper body.



    



    I really felt like a baby.



    



    I have no memory of ever receiving such extreme care, let alone from someone like Iseong. Even though it was a clear reality I was directly experiencing, it still felt unreal when I tried to consciously grasp it.



    



    I quietly surrendered my body to his touch as he rubbed my shoulders, then scooped up the bubbles floating on the water that had dripped from the sponge.



    



    "This smells similar to the perfume that uncle sometimes uses."



    



    "Did you like my perfume?"



    



    "When we walked together at Namsan back then..." Even when I came home, the smell lingered. For several days.



    



    The scent couldn't possibly linger for days. It was just that it had been imprinted and I felt a lingering sensation. That scent was pleasant, and I kept thinking about it because I didn't want to forget it.



    



    "I don't wear perfume when going to public places, but I sometimes put it on when meeting Hongseo."



    



    To look good. For Hongseo.



    



    With their lips almost touching my ear, the added whisper made my shoulders tense up, and I felt a thrill.



    



    "What perfume is that?"



    



    He stopped his hands, which had been alternatingly lifting and wiping. His playful, smiling face came closer and gave me a peck on the lips. He looked happy.



    



    "Why?" "Are you secretly trying to buy the same thing?"



    



    "Amnesty... "Isn't it possible?"



    



    "Not at all." I'll gift you a bottle tomorrow. It's a custom-made order from a perfumer in Paris, so you can't find it in stores.



    



    "Is it okay for you to give me something so precious?"



    



    As if he had heard all the boring stories, he gave a short laugh.



    



    "There's nothing more precious than you."



    



    "......"



    



    My ears burned at the direct expression of affection.



    



    Bowing his head and cooling the heat on his face, Choi Hong-seo mustered the courage to grab his wrist holding the sponge.



    



    "I'll do it for you."



    



    I turned my body more to face him and carefully massaged his neck and shoulders. Whether it was because it tickled or because it felt good, a smile remained on his face. When he was rubbing his broad and firm chest, he subtly smeared the foam from his chest onto Choi Hong-seo's nose.



    



    "Before... "Do you remember when I said I would tell you a real secret?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    "Actually, it's not just a hobby of collecting cameras; I also take photos."



    



    "......"



    



    It seemed like an important conversation was about to begin, so Choi Hong-seo stopped his hands and looked up at him. He opened his right arm to create a space, inviting her to come sit beside him. If you crawl into that open embrace, long and strong arms would wrap around your shoulders.



    



    Tilting his head, he pressed his lips against Choi Hong-seo's temple and continued speaking.



    



    "I've held small exhibitions abroad a few times during that period." Deliberately choosing small towns and changing galleries each time.



    



    "......"



    



    "Of course, under a pseudonym."



    



    "Ah..."



    



    "So I thought I wasn't too bad at taking pictures in my own way." The selfie discouraged me.



    



    He deliberately spoke more seriously, tilting his head back and resting the back of his head on the edge of the bathtub.



    



    "Ah..." A selfie was a completely different realm from just a photo.



    



    Looking at him as he was pretending to be in pain, Choi Hong-seo reached out and stroked his bluish chin.



    



    "Uncle, you don't need to take selfies because your face is already handsome."



    



    "Hmm..." Really?



    



    "Really."



    



    "If you're really that handsome, give me a kiss."



    



    He tapped his lips lightly, asking for a kiss.



    



    I was leaning my back against the edge of the bathtub, making my eye level lower than Choi Hong-seo's, and the wet face looking up at him with slightly upturned eyes was incredibly attractive.



    



    Just like he always does, he cupped my face with both hands, lowered his head, and came closer. I gently kissed his warm, wet lips several times. He looked satisfied. Instead of showing his teeth and smiling broadly, he was holding back his laughter, keeping his mouth tightly closed and his eyelids lowered, with a smile on his face.



    



    In the water, his arm wrapped around Choi Hong-seo's waist and lifted her body up. The next moment, Choi Hong-seo was sitting on his lap, facing him.



    



    "I hope Hongseo can come to the next exhibition."



    



    "I'm leaving."



    



    He answered while pressing down firmly on his upper chest with a sponge in his hand.



    



    "Really?"



    



    "I will definitely go."



    



    "......"



    



    "No matter what."



    



    "Then, kiss."



    



    Like a child discovering a fun new game, he tapped on Choi Hong-seo’s lips again. He could give kisses anytime, as many times as he wanted. He planted several kisses on those sexy lips that usually held a reserved, cool expression. But it didn’t end there. He parted his lips, lightly brushing his tongue against the inside of Choi Hong-seos upper lip, and the kiss deepened. Embracing each other, their slippery bodies entwined, they shared a long, passionate kiss, as if the lovemaking from just before hadn’t even happened, reigniting their desire.



    



    A real secret.



    



    Even Choi Hong-seo had one of those.



    



    For a moment, he felt an urge to confide everything to him. What would happen if he told him everything he’d gone through up to now? Wouldn’t someone like Lee Hye-seong, of all people, believe him? And yet… wouldn’t that make it even crueller for him?



    



    If only his secret was simply something like collecting cameras, holding exhibitions under a pseudonym, or just taking photos…



    



    That night, wearing his pajamas, lying in his bed, wrapped in his arms, they shared all sorts of stories.



    



    When he mentioned that he wasn’t particularly close with his family, Lee Hye-seong didn’t press for more details. Choi Hong-seo also spoke about his closest friends, Jung Ji-in and Jung Ji-in, mentioning that while it might take a bit longer with Hyunsoo, he’d likely be able to introduce Jung Ji-in soon, as he genuinely wanted to. Cautiously, he shared this hope.



    



    It had been such a long time since he’d opened up to someone like this. But, unlike usual, Choi Hong서’s cheerful chattering voice gradually slowed and lost its energy. The more he talked, the more he shared his trivial life with him, the heavier the discomfort settled on his heart, as though he were lying by omission.



    



    He lowered his voice and asked softly a couple of times if he’d fallen asleep, but Choi Hong-seo kept his eyes closed, pretending to sleep, not answering. When he leaned in and kissed his forehead, telling him to sleep well, he waited for him to fall asleep first.



    



    In the deep darkness, he lay there for a long time, gazing at his sleeping face. Watching him in his sleep was different from looking into his eyes when he was awake; it felt like he could freely observe him, indulge in the illusion that he belonged only to him.



    



    Gently, he reached out to touch his face. His long, thick eyebrows, perfectly sculpted nose, healthy cheeks, masculine lips and jaw… A unique man. A special man.



    



    "...... I'm sorry."I'm sorry.



    



    I couldn't understand why I said that. It was a word that came out of my lips involuntarily, regardless of my will. It wasn't that I was thinking of anything, or recalling anything. Just at some moment, hot tears were flowing down Choi Hong-seo's cheek.



    



    Please provide the text you would like to have translated.



    



    Part 3



    



    Tears streaming down her eyes were soaking her temples.



    



    Strange. I had only shed a single tear, yet my cheek and pillow were soaked. My shoulders were trembling sorrowfully as I tried to compose myself after crying.



    



    "......"



    



    Only then did Choi Hong-seo realize that he had been asleep and had just woken up from a dream. It felt like the moment right after having a long and vivid dream, when the sense of reality hasn't fully returned yet.



    



    I swallowed dryly. My mouth and throat were completely dry, and I felt pain.



    



    Only then did the scenery of the place where he was lying come into view. The place where I opened my eyes was completely unfamiliar. The blanket covering my body, the IV needle in my forearm, the somewhat empty and clean space... It wasn't Lee Haesung's bedroom.



    



    At that moment, Choi Hong-seo suddenly sat up straight.



    



    I felt dizzy, but I didn't care. It couldn't possibly be Lee Haesung's bedroom. Because Choi Hong-seo, who I used to be, no longer existed in this world. This place was definitely a single room in a hospital. But it wasn't the place where I had opened my eyes as Yoon Hye-an last time.



    



    The phone, I had to find the phone first.



    



    The phone was charging on the nightstand next to the bed. Choi Hong-seo's hand was rough as he disconnected the phone from the charger. It felt like he was going to go crazy with anxiety. After confirming that the reflection of himself on the black phone screen was Yoon Hye-an, Choi Hong-seo was able to feel a sense of relief and take a deep breath.



    



    At least, I wasn't waking up in a new place as a new person again. At least.



    



    I have to be relieved that I'm maintaining Yoon Hye-an's appearance... A twisted, bitter smile slipped through Choi Hong-seo's fingers as he rubbed his face.



    



    I brushed back my sweat-soaked hair and searched for on the portal site. The most recent article was about the audition for the role of 'Hwang Ji-woo,' where a thousand people had applied.



    



    Ah... Yeah, the casting article hasn't officially come out yet...



    



    I was eager to confirm that at least. The fact that he has once again secured the role of Hwang Ji-woo in . There is still an opportunity to keep an eye on him. Just that...



    



    At the sudden sound of footsteps from the door, Choi Hong-seo turned her head, which she had been deeply bowing.



    



    "Hyung!"



    



    It was Yongjae, holding coffee in both hands. Just as when I realized that my face was still Yoon Hye-an, I was just as glad to see Yong-jae's face.
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    "I was with you the whole time, then I stepped out for a quick smoke and got some coffee." In the meantime, you woke up.



    



    After placing the coffee on the dresser, Yongjae took out two tissues and wiped Choi Hongseo's face.



    



    "Are you okay?" "Why are you sweating so much?"



    



    "It's okay." Thank you, Yongjae. I'll... I'll clean it myself.



    



    The lips and face of Choi Hong-seo, who said he was fine, were pale and devoid of color. Somehow, it seemed like his complexion was worse than when he was asleep, so Yongjae asked with concern.



    



    "You were sleeping well earlier." Did you have a nightmare or something?



    



    It seems like I had a very long dream. It was a very long dream, as if I had lived my life once more. Choi Hong-seo, who had been wiping away sweat, dropped his hand onto his knee and tightly clenched the tissue in his hand.



    



    I met him, and we walked together on Namsan. I received a business card not as the Vice President of ARA, but as Lee Hae-sung, and we watched "Love Story," "City of Angels," and "Eternal Sunshine" together. I became his VVIP, loved by his touch and lips, and felt all of him. I knew what it was like to fall asleep in his arms.



    



    Nightmare...



    



    Choi Hong-seo shook his head.



    



    "No..." I had a really good dream.



    



    Yongjae frowned as if he didn't understand. It was a look that seemed to say, "I had a good dream, so why do you look like that?" However, since Choi Hong-seo looked too exhausted, I didn't think of asking in detail.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been sitting blankly staring into space like a person possessed, suddenly turned to Yong-jae and grabbed his arm. Suddenly, life returned to his eyes.



    



    "Yongjae! I had an audition... How did the audition go? I got the role of Hwang Ji-woo, right? It's confirmed, right?



    



    "Wow, I'm surprised." Of course, you were cast after beating a competition rate of 1,000 to 1!



    



    "Sigh..." Thank goodness...



    



    Choi Hong-seo was finally able to completely relax. Fortunately, the time after waking up as Yoon Hye-an seemed to be completely unchanged.



    



    However, Yongjae cautiously observed Choi Hongseo's expression with a deeply worried face.



    



    "It's a relief that the doctor said there's nothing particularly wrong, but... If there's nothing wrong, then why did you collapse in the first place...



    



    There is nothing wrong, yet I lose my memory, and there is nothing wrong, yet I collapse and lose consciousness. Surprisingly, such occurrences were not uncommon in the hospital. A patient with a clear diagnosis, cause, and treatment is considered quite lucky. In such cases, the doctor's words were pretty much the same. There's nothing particularly wrong, it could be due to overwork or stress, make sure to get plenty of rest, avoid alcohol and cigarettes, and be careful not to get stressed...



    



    However, Choi Hong-seo seemed to have a vague understanding.



    



    It didn't seem like the reason for his collapse was some vague, general explanation. If I recall the sensations before I collapsed, it was an unfamiliar type of headache and nausea that I had never experienced before. The sensation of the organs inside pushing me out, making my body and soul twist together... If I had to explain it, it was something like that.



    



    I wondered if it might be some sort of side effect caused by Yoon Hye-an's body. Of course, for now, it was just his own speculation that he couldn't be sure of...



    



    "Still, you should get a check-up later." Ah, should I go get the doctor now?



    



    "Wait a moment, Yongjae!"



    



    At Choi Hong-seo's urgent voice, Yong-jae turned his body back, which he had half-turned.



    



    "But how did I collapse?"



    



    "That's what I want to ask." "Don't tell me you still don't remember anything?"



    



    "No..." It's not that, it's just that I don't remember how I collapsed.



    



    Yongjae, with a serious expression, dragged a chair from around the bed and hesitantly took a seat.



    



    "Did you go to the columbarium in Hanam?"



    



    "Ah..." I remember that.



    



    "Hyung, you collapsed over there."



    



    "......"



    



    Columbarium. His ashes were kept in the VIP room. Drawings and letters from fans.



    



    And the angry face of Lee Hae-seong, who had been looking at him hostilely...



    



    "Just because they are a child who doesn't exist in the world doesn't mean people like you can use them as you please." Do you understand?



    



    Yeah, I definitely started feeling the headache and nausea around that time. I also remembered gripping the back of the sofa tightly to keep myself from collapsing in front of him. That's right. Surely, I collapsed right in front of him.



    



    Choi Hong-seo grabbed Yong-jae's shoulder this time.



    



    "Then, who brought me here?" Have you seen Yongjae? He's really tall and dressed in a suit... He's a really rare handsome guy. If anyone saw him, they would definitely remember. The reception desk or the nurses...



    



    It felt like if I ran out of the hospital room now, I might see him, so I spoke faster than usual. To calm the excited and restless Choi Hong-seo, Yong-jae stood up from his chair and gently pressed down on both of Choi Hong-seo's shoulders.



    



    "Who brought you here?" You came here in an ambulance.



    



    "Emergency..."Is it... necessary?



    



    Choi Hong-seo twisted Yong-jae's chest, which was pressing down on his shoulder, as if grabbing him by the collar.



    



    "Someone reported it." What a relief. Anyway, you came alone in an ambulance. I got the call from the hospital and rushed over, and then we moved him here from the emergency room."



    



    Like it was a lifeline, Choi Hong-seo's hand, which had been tightly gripping Yong-jae's T-shirt, slowly fell down.



    



    Yeah, I guess so.



    



    Why did he think he would bring me all the way here himself? To him, I am not Choi Hong-seo right now.



    



    It was such a foolish misunderstanding that I couldn't help but chuckle. I was so embarrassed that my face turned bright red.



    



    "Hyung..." Are you okay? You didn't see something like the Grim Reaper, did you?



    



    With a face filled with fear, Yongjae cautiously asked. At Yongjae's words, Choi Hongseok laughed even more. She shook her head repeatedly while wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.



    



    "No, Yongjae. I... I mistook it for a dream.



    



    "Is it the good dream you had earlier?"



    



    "Yes, it's a good dream." A very good dream.



    



    There weren't many good things in Choi Hong-seo's life. After struggling in obscurity for several years, the brief fame gained from "Layered" was the only glory, but even then, he was still being manipulated by CEO Myung.



    



    However, the short time spent with him. Even that time alone made the previous life worthwhile. Just that alone made the past life a good dream. Other crappy things couldn't even dare to dull that light; it was a very good dream.



    



    "But hyung, why did you go there?"



    



    "Yes?"



    



    "Columbarium." Is there someone you know interred there? Do you remember some things from the past?



    



    The face of Yongjae, filled with anticipation, drew closer. It seemed that Yongjae had no idea that Choi Hongseo from 'Layered' was laid to rest there.



    



    The sensational initial report about Mr. X from the host bar being Choi Hong-seo was known by the entire nation. Even people who didn't know who Choi Hong-seo was until then. However, after that, very few people were interested in the additional truths that were revealed.



    



    In fact, even though it was revealed that Mr. X had been sexually assaulted by a powerful figure from a conglomerate and had been exploited by the initial perpetrator and the agency's president under the pretext of blackmail, this truth existed only as a result of the trial, and most of the public still remembered Choi Hong-seo only by the initial report.



    



    Even those who knew the final trial results sometimes shifted the blame from the perpetrators to the victims, saying that they deserved it for frequenting places like host bars.



    



    Even though the entire nation knew about Choi Hong-seo as the "tough guy" who jumped from the 32nd floor, they showed little interest in why Choi Hong-seo had no choice but to make such a decision or in the background that was "tougher" than Choi Hong-seo himself. So, while people knew that Choi Hong-seo jumped from the 32nd floor in Bangkok, it was quite common not to know where he went afterward.



    



    It wasn't Yongjae's fault, and I don't feel disappointed in him either. Choi Hong-seo shook his head with a faint smile.



    



    "No." Just... I took on the role of Choi Hong-seo, so I went to check it out. I thought I'd at least say hello and express my determination to do my best in the project.



    



    "Oh, was that the columbarium where Choi Hong-seo was buried?"



    



    The columbarium wasn't a place to bury people, but Choi Hong-seo just nodded.



    



    "I knew he died in Bangkok, but I wonder how they managed to bring the body all the way to Korea." The procedures must have been complicated.



    



    Dead, corpse... Those direct expressions were a bit difficult, but I swallowed hard and endured.



    



    "It's true that you did a commendable thing, but you still need to think about your health." It's only been a short while since you woke up, so you're still adjusting. What if something worse had happened?



    



    In the news, he keeps a distance from thorough strangers and views them objectively, but he cherishes those close to him... Yongjae was just an ordinary, kind person.



    



    "Here, bro." It's your favorite coffee. I thought you would wake up soon, so I brought one for you too. There wasn't anything particularly wrong, so they said you could eat anything when you wake up. I'll go and tell the front desk that you woke up. I'll also call the boss. "Please take a rest."



    



    Choi Hong-seo unconsciously accepted the coffee that Yong-jae handed over. Yongjae, who had stepped halfway out the door, turned back and smiled at her.



    



    "Still, I'm relieved." I was worried that you wouldn't be able to wake up for a long time again like last time and wouldn't be able to attend the Monday meal.



    



    Seeing Yongjae genuinely relieved, Choi Hongseo also tried his best to smile. Only after the door closed did he let out a long sigh. The lingering feeling of the dream still remained within me.



    



    It felt like I had just been touching his sleeping face in his arms until a moment ago, so I sat there for a long time, looking down at my hands.
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    On Monday evening, the alley at the far east end of Cheongdam-dong was sparsely populated. The car carrying Choi Hong-seo had been parked for 10 minutes in a spot where the red brick building was clearly visible. The charming two-story building, converted from a single-family home, was the first gathering place for the revived "Cream Mansion."



    



    "How is it, hyung?" "Do you not remember even after seeing the photo?"



    



    Yongjae, who was leaning over the steering wheel, watched the entrance of the building in front and asked Choi Hongseok in the back seat.



    



    Park Dong-ha.



    



    She was a member of 'Titan' like Yoon Hye-an, and after the group disbanded, she transitioned to acting.



    



    In "Pulsating Titan," it didn't shine much. However, as an actor, he steadily built up his filmography and was currently active, recognized for his acting skills. A neutral yet likable appearance and image that didn't confine her to a specific stereotype also benefited her acting career.



    



    Thanks to her eye-catching appearance, it was Yoon Hye-an who first drew attention both in the team and as an actress. It was also Yoon Hye-an who started acting first, and her acting career began splendidly, as she took on leading roles in dramas and even appeared in movies as a supporting or minor character. In contrast, Park Dong had to start from the very bottom, literally from small roles, and build up step by step. However, as a result, it was the pulsation that became more solidly established.



    



    Choi Hong-seo also knew roughly that much information about Park Dong-ha. Yoon Hye-an had no idea at all about what kind of relationship Yoon Hye-an had with Park Dong-ha.



    



    Choi Hong-seo shook his head as he scrolled through the post collecting photos of Park Dong-ha from the 'Titan' days.



    



    "I don't remember..."



    



    "I kind of thought you would." Well, since you don't remember me or the boss right now.



    



    "......"



    



    "During his idol days, the fact that his name and face weren't very well known actually turned out to be a good thing for Dongha." Since people watched his acting without the bias of being an idol-turned-actor, he actually established himself more quickly. Unless you're a hugely popular idol, I think being in a position like Dongha's is actually better than being someone whose face is only somewhat known. To establish oneself as an actor.”



    



    As if it were a good thing, but on the other hand, as if those situations were bittersweet, Yongjae, who had been lying down, lifted his upper body and looked back.



    



    "Anyway, when we were doing 'Titan,' Dongha was the closest with the hyung." He used to come over to my house sometimes. The fact that you're already starting to work in earnest, I'm still a bit anxious... Still, I'm a bit relieved that Dongha is doing it with me.



    



    Contrary to the saying that one can rest easy, Yongjae's face was filled with worry as he looked at Choi Hongseo. It was the expression of a parent sending their first child to daycare or school for the first time.



    



    Choi Hong-seo also suspected that Park Dong-ha was somewhat close to Yoon Hye-an. The few phone numbers saved in the second phone's contacts that were on the nightstand in Yoon Hye-an's bedroom. One of the numbers that I thought belonged to a 'Titan' member was Park Dong-ha's.



    



    In this pulsating movie, I was cast as the son of a couple who run a famous restaurant among the residents of 'Cream Mansion.' Even though it wasn't a leading role, it was a significant part with quite frequent appearances.



    



    Yongjae was in the process of making 'Yoon Hyean', who had not yet fully regained her memory, aware of Park Dongha so that she could rely on him at the scene.



    



    "Hyung, your memory is... I already told Dongha in advance about how things turned out. He's also very easygoing, so he won't be upset or awkward about such things. Just treat him comfortably.



    



    "I will." Thank you for your concern, Yongjae.



    



    Still looking at Choi Hong-seo with a worried expression, Yong-jae smacked his lips and looked straight ahead again. Just then, two heavily tinted RVs were slowly approaching from the other end of the alley.



    



    "Uh?" The car coming in front seems to be Dongha's... The car following behind... It looks like Jo Won-tae's car... As expected, Jo Won-tae is like a knife. Even though it's been quite a few years since his debut, arriving at the dinner location 30 minutes early. Seniors should arrive a bit more leisurely so that the juniors can feel comfortable... What are you going to do, hyung?



    



    "I'll head inside too."



    



    The one who arrived even earlier than Park Donghana and Jo Won-tae, who arrived 30 minutes early, was Choi Hongseo. He was waiting for the other actors to arrive, worried that arriving too early would be a nuisance to the production staff.



    



    Yongjae, who had been watching Choi Hongseok as he packed his bag next to him, spoke in a worried voice.



    



    "Regardless of how things were in the past, you've really changed now, so people will recognize it over time."



    



    I could tell what Yongjae was worried about. As Yoon Hye-an's reputation wasn't good, it seemed he was worried about being disliked by people. If it were the old Yoon Hye-an, she would have rather tormented others than let them torment her, but the current Yoon Hye-an must be thinking she would get hurt.



    



    To reassure Yongjae, Choi Hongseok deliberately asked with a smile on his face.



    



    "What was I like back then that I get so surprised by things like this?"



    



    "... Are you really asking me?""Are you really telling me?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded.



    



    "At these kinds of events, they would either make an excuse about their schedule and not attend at all, or show up late just to make an appearance."



    



    It was exactly as I expected, so I couldn't help but chuckle. I've met so many actors and idols like that, I can't even count them all.



    



    "Since that's how it was in the past, I guess there's nothing I can do if people dislike me." I'll be back. See you later.



    



    Feeling Yongjae's worried gaze following him, Choi Hongseok entered the building.



    



    The staff at the entrance immediately guided me to the private room. As soon as I entered the room, I saw Park Dong-ha diagonally, who greeted me silently with a warm smile and waved his hand. I gave him a quick nod and then approached my senior, Jo Won-tae, first and greeted him respectfully. Jo Won-tae, after glancing at Choi Hong-seo, merely nodded without any particular reaction. When Choi Hong-seo played the role of Hwang Ji-woo, he was equally taciturn, but he was a senior who greeted warmly and kindly, so my heart felt heavy.



    



    "Hyung! Come over here! Here, here!"



    



    Park Dongha, sitting towards the back in a seat somewhat distant from Jo Won-tae, pointed to the seat next to him and gestured eagerly.



    



    "What's going on? You really worried me. Is Yoon Hye-an really back alive, walking, talking, and all? Am I dreaming?"



    



    "Ah... I'm sorry for making you worry."



    



    It felt more apologetic than expected to be awkwardly distant from someone who was speaking to him warmly and kindly, even if that person wasn’t the 'real' him.



    



    "Look at this guy! He’s speaking like a stranger. Using polite language too?"



    



    However, as Yong-jae had told him beforehand, Park Dongha didn’t seem to care much. It was more comfortable with someone like him who accepted things cheerfully rather than someone who hesitated and was cautious.



    



    "I heard from Yong-jae hyung, but is it true you really don’t remember anything?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo slowly nodded, feeling sorry.



    



    "I didn’t contact you because I thought seeing me would just confuse you even more. I hope you’re not upset?"



    



    "I feel bad because I don’t remember."



    



    Park Dongha tilted his youthful, oval face slightly and stared at Choi Hong-seo's face.



    



    "You really look like a different person."



    



    "......"



    



    "No, Yong-jae hyung said it too. He said after you came back from the dead, you became a completely different person. I didn’t understand when I just heard it, but..."



    



    While rubbing the back of his neck, Park Dongha added in a somewhat apologetic manner,



    



    "Seeing you like this, you really do look like a different person. It’s kind of... amazing."



    



    For a moment, Choi Hong-seo wondered if what Park Dongha actually meant was "creepy," but he didn’t say anything.



    



    Soon after, more staff and actors began arriving.



    



    Even though he knew their faces and names, there was no real connection with them as 'Yoon Hye-an,' so every time an actor arrived, Choi Hong-seo stood up awkwardly and exchanged greetings.



    



    Even just exchanging eye contact was enough for him to sense that they didn’t seem friendly towards Yoon Hye-an. Most of them, including Park Dongha, seemed to know each other well, talking excitedly, while Choi Hong-seo sat idly sipping his drink.



    



    "Senior, is it true that ARA’s Lee Hye-sung is investing in this movie?"



    



    Someone asked, their voice low with excitement, from across the table. At the mention of Lee Hye-sung, Choi Hong-seo’s hand, which had been holding the drink, flinched.



    



    "Even before everything fell apart, there was a small issue about that."



    



    "Really? I didn’t know about that."



    



    "You probably wouldn’t know since you weren’t cast at the time."



    



    "Haha... I guess so."



    



    Jo Won-tae remarked gently, and the actor who had originally brought it up scratched his head awkwardly and laughed.



    



    "But... does that mean Lee Hye-sung will come today?"



    



    "Ah, no way. He wouldn’t come to a place like this, right?"



    



    As expected, the focus of everyone’s attention was on Lee Hye-sung. Choi Hong-seo bitterly smiled as he took a sip from his teacup, remembering similar conversations from the last gathering. A lot of things seemed the same as that day, but more things had changed.



    



    "Before everything fell apart, he used to attend. He came a bit late, though."



    



    At Jo Won-tae's words, the actors all showed great interest. Park Dong-ha, sitting next to him, also showed curiosity, his eyes wide open.



    



    "Really? Hyung, did you meet Lee Hye-sung back then?"



    



    "I did. He wasn't exactly informal, but he wasn't an overly authoritative person either. He wasn’t one of those high-and-mighty types who try to act like royalty."



    



    "Wow... that's so interesting. I hope he comes today. You don’t really meet people like him, a real chaebol. He’s not the type to show up at a VIP event."



    



    "He’s known for being a movie buff, but he seems especially attached to this film. He's really serious about movies. He even attended the final audition where they picked the lead actor."



    



    After finishing his statement, Jo Won-tae glanced at Choi Hong-seo—at Yoon Hye-sung. The actor chosen in that very final audition, which Lee Hye-sung attended, was Yoon Hye-sung.



    



    It was hard to endure the gaze that seemed to say "I don’t understand how someone like you got chosen." Choi Hong-seo quietly stood up, making an excuse about going to the bathroom, and left the room.



    



    "Was he really the type to show his face at a gathering like this? He’s supposed to have actor syndrome, right? I thought he wouldn't come. This is so uncomfortable."



    



    As if waiting for him to leave, someone complained from behind just before Choi Hong-seo could close the door. The words were clearly meant for him to hear. So, he leaned against the door, listening carefully. He felt it was important to understand the real reputation of Yoon Hye-sung.



    



    "Is it true you don’t remember anything?"



    



    "True? The news said there's nothing wrong with his body."



    



    "If he was dumped by his sponsor and tried to commit suicide, ending up unconscious, he was clearly thinking of dying. But now that he woke up, he's probably embarrassed. The doctor says there’s nothing wrong with him, but he’s shamelessly claiming memory loss. That’s so typical of Yoon Hye-sung, isn’t it?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo quietly listened to the loud laughter echoing from the room as he looked down at the tips of his sneakers.



    



    "Pretending not to remember, maybe he’s trying to clean up his past now that he’s come back from the dead."



    



    "I don’t understand why his acting skills didn’t show up when he was working."



    



    Another round of loud laughter followed. Thanks to the public enemy, Yoon Hye-sung, the atmosphere in the room lightened instantly.



    



    It couldn’t be helped. There was no reason to feel wronged. Perhaps... by dealing with the consequences of the things Yoon Hye-sung had done, Choi Hong-seo was paying for the things he himself had done. The cost of hurting the people he loved...



    



    "Are you not going back in?"



    



    "......"



    



    Just in front of his sneakers, a luxurious leather loafer suddenly appeared in his line of sight. A low, husky voice that spoke a little quieter than most people.



    



    His heart recognized the owner before his mind did, thumping wildly in his chest. Choi Hong-seo unconsciously looked up slowly.



    



    "I’m not sure if you were leaving or coming in, but you were blocking the door," said Lee Hye-sung.



    



    It was dizzying, and by chance, it was Lee Hye-sung, the same man who had worn the same knit sweater that night when they walked together on Namsan.
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    Choi Hong-seo, as if drawn in, slowly lifted his head and was once again overwhelmed in front of his indifferent expression.



    



    "Ah... I'm sorry..."



    



    Meanwhile, inside the room behind him, criticisms about Yoon Hye-sung's acting continued. But it didn’t matter. Choi Hong-seo's attention was entirely focused on the man in front of him.



    



    If he didn’t speak now, it felt like it might be his only chance to approach him today. As that thought crossed his mind, courage surged within him.



    



    "Um... Vice President!"



    



    He called out to stop him as Lee Hye-sung reached for the doorknob. Lee Hye-sung turned and stood there, simply looking at him without even asking what was wrong.



    



    "Could it be... that you were the one who called the ambulance when I collapsed in Hanam?"



    



    "..."



    



    Lee Hye-sung, silently looking down at the nervous Choi Hong-seo, spoke in a flat, emotionless voice.



    



    "I couldn’t just leave when someone collapsed right in front of me. I would have done the same, no matter who it was."



    



    "..."



    



    "Are you trying to thank me for that?"



    



    "...Yes."



    



    "Alright. Then, I’ll accept your thanks."



    



    There was no particular caution or sharpness in his tone. It was simply businesslike, dry, and detached.



    



    He wanted to emphasize that he would have done the same thing for anyone, not just for Yoon Hye-sung. It was a statement that drew a clear line, making it evident that he didn't want any further connection or expectation of anything more from him.



    



    What drew a stronger reaction from Lee Hye-sung was, in fact, the conversation coming from inside the room.



    



    "But picking another idol for the role of Hwang Ji-woo is a bit much."



    



    Following the voice of the actor who played the doctor in "Cream Mansion," Jo Won-tae's voice followed.



    



    "It doesn't matter that he's an idol, but... hmm... just like with Choi Hong-seo last time, and now Yoon Hye-sung... do we really need to use actors with such messy private lives?"



    



    The phrase "another idol" referred to Choi Hong-seo, who had been cast as Hwang Ji-woo before. The expression on Lee Hye-sung's face, which had started to harden from earlier, twisted into an even more hostile grimace. The "Yoon Hye-sung" standing in front of him seemed to have completely faded from his thoughts as he focused entirely on the voices coming from inside the room.



    



    "Yoon Hye-sung is bad, but Choi Hong-seo was even worse. Imagine if that X-guy scandal had broken while he was filming... I get chills just thinking about it."



    



    "I heard he came from a host bar, right? So he was already in the second round, anyway. He was being blackmailed or whatever... But if he hadn’t sold his body, he wouldn’t have had to deal with blackmail. He knew that well, so he jumped, didn’t he? If he thought he was 100% the victim, why would he have jumped?"



    



    Lee Hye-sung’s jaw muscles clenched tightly, and his lips stiffened. The tendons in his temples twitched. He struggled to suppress his anger, his shoulders shaking, and his eyes burned with intensity as he stared at the doorknob.



    



    In that moment, all Choi Hong-seo could think of was stopping him.



    



    Without realizing it, he reached out his hand toward Lee Hye-sung's shoulder. It wasn’t a thought-out action—it was almost reflexive. Lee Hye-sung, almost instinctively, violently swatted his wrist away as if he had touched something filthy and ominous. Then, he didn’t even bother to look back. His entire attention was absorbed by the conversation coming from inside the room.



    



    The pain in his wrist was nothing compared to the mental shock of being rejected so directly by him.



    

    













Choi Hong-seo, blankly staring down at his numb and burning hand, slowly lifted his head. The figure of Lee Hye-sung, walking into the room, was retreating further away from him.





"Seems like everyone is having an interesting conversation."





"Ah... Vice President, you've arrived..."





With his arrival, the room fell silent. The actors and even the staff hesitated, rising from their seats.





He wasn’t raising his voice or visibly excited, but his body language was clearly expressing his displeasure. Even Choi Hong-seo, who was only watching his back, could feel it strongly.





"Choi Hong-seo was not caught for selling his body, nor was the first allegation of prostitution, as claimed by the perpetrators, a willing act. It was a crime committed under unwanted violence. Seojun-young."





Approaching the male actor who had previously assumed that Choi Hong-seo, being from a host bar, had already participated in second-round activities, Lee Hye-sung tilted his head slightly.





"Despite being the victim, that violence became the basis for blackmail, and through that, he was forced into further 'entertainment' sessions. Then, this cycle of sexual crimes, this horrific vicious cycle, trapped him in pain and exploitation. The court recognized Choi Hong-seo as the victim. What exactly were the things I just overheard?"





Finishing his words, Lee Hye-sung scanned the room of actors. Like students being scolded by a teacher, none of them dared speak a word, their heads lowered.





"Ah, don’t you all watch the news? Just gossiping around?"





"......"





"Or do you believe that you, who aren’t even involved in the case or haven't even heard from the witnesses, understand the situation better and can discern the truth more clearly?"





"......"





"Are you really that stupidly arrogant?"





Standing outside the door, watching the entire scene unfold as if he were a spectator at a play, Choi Hong-seo was overwhelmed by complex emotions.





Lee Hye-sung was clearly angry for Choi Hong-seo’s honor. After all, he had said that he would get angry if Choi Hong-seo was being mistreated. In fact, whenever Choi Hong-seo had been in a difficult situation, Lee Hye-sung could never just stay silent.





But why is it so hard for me to watch this?





He was getting angry for me, after all.





He didn’t know it was me standing just a few steps behind him, nor that he swatted my hand away as if I were some disgusting bug. It was only because I looked like Yoon Hye-sung. He’s still protecting me like this...





Lee Hye-sung approached the actor Seojun-young once again. As he placed a hand on Seojun-young's shoulder, the actor flinched, as if startled.





"You said that if Choi Hong-seo thought of himself as a victim, then why would he have jumped, right, Seojun-young?"





"Ah, no, Vice President, I didn’t mean that..."





"Maybe it was people like you, Seojun-young, who thought that way?"





"......"





At Lee Hye-sung's words, Seojun-young shut his mouth tightly, having been unable to offer an excuse. As Lee Hye-sung pressed down on his shoulder, applying some pressure, he finally released his grip and glanced around the room once more.





"Do you realize you're simply echoing the perpetrators' claims?"





"......"





"If you want to criticize others, you must be very cautious. In today's world, even ignorance can lead to criminal charges, and you'll pay the price for it."





"......"





"You should be careful, actors."





Without raising his voice, Lee Hye-sung efficiently conveyed his anger. Just like he had done in Director Kang's reception room and the downstairs living room with CEO Jo.





"I'm speaking as an investor. If a trouble arises and you have to leave the movie midway... it would cause me an enormous loss, wouldn't it? Just imagining it gives me chills."





"......"





"Right, Oh In-kyung?"





He directly called out the actress who had earlier mentioned how terrifying it would have been if the X scandal had broken out while filming the movie.





Choi Hong-seo could tell that the reason everyone was silent wasn’t just because Lee Hye-sung was Lee Hye-sung. At least, it wasn’t just that. Everyone was silent because they knew his words were right. They were silent because they had nothing to say.





The silence was broken by Jo Won-tae’s serious voice.





"I made a rash comment in front of the juniors. After hearing what the Vice President said, I feel ashamed. I’ve been stubborn because of my personal bias regarding something that’s already been revealed as the truth."





Even after Jo Won-tae’s admission and apology, Lee Hye-sung’s mood didn’t seem to improve. However, it seemed like he had no further words to say. He looked exhausted, as though someone who had given up, realizing that no matter how angry he got, nothing would change.





With one hand resting on his waist, he absentmindedly rubbed his jaw, and to Choi Hong-seo, he now appeared lonely.





She wanted to approach him. She wanted to go to him, touch his arm and shoulder, cup his face in her hands, and gaze into his eyes. She wanted to hug him and offer comfort.





But she couldn’t lay a finger on him. As Yoon Hye-an, all she was permitted to do was watch his loneliness and sorrow from a distance, being kept at arm’s length.





The open rectangular door frame seemed like the camera shot of Lee Hye-sung. With the bowed heads of the others in the background, he spoke, moved, and expressed his emotions within that frame, looking every bit the actor. The ‘Yoon Hye-an’ outside the door was like an audience member, completely irrelevant, a bystander existing entirely outside of his attention. She had to feel, once again, the sharp sting of her death because, to him and everyone else, she was not Choi Hong-seo, but Yoon Hye-an.





She couldn’t live as if she had seamlessly adjusted to waking up as Yoon Hye-an, as if she had been given another chance. His back, turned toward her, seemed to say that.





No one had felt comfortable or liberated. What, in the end, had she chosen this for?





"Vice President, I think everyone has understood by now. Please, come over here."





It was Director Kang Woo-hyun, trying to ease the atmosphere, who spoke up.





"Alright, everyone, please understand. Although Choi Hong-seo only worked with us up until pre-production, I grew fond of him while preparing the project. The Vice President also decided to invest after seeing Hong-seo’s performance... there's some affection there. Please keep that in mind."





Lee Hye-sung, turning his back to the actors, walked towards the seat where Director Kang was sitting. To find him once more, Choi Hong-seo walked into the doorframe.
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    After Lee Hye-sung and Director Kang exchanged a handshake, they moved to the window and began to talk. The atmosphere seemed to be one where Director Kang was offering words of comfort to Lee Hye-sung. During the ups and downs of the movie's production, which had been temporarily halted before starting again, the two seemed to have grown much closer.



    



    Choi Hong-seo's death was now nearly a year ago. In that time, changes had inevitably taken place for both Lee Hye-sung and those around him.



    



    "Could everyone please take a seat? We’ll begin the event shortly. Is there anyone still not here? Staff, could you check if all the actors and colleagues have arrived?"



    



    As everyone who had been standing looked around cautiously, the production manager stepped in, skillfully managing the situation. Choi Hong-seo hurriedly returned to his seat in the meantime.



    



    "The atmosphere was insane while you were gone."



    



    As soon as he sat down, Park Dong-ha lowered his voice and whispered.



    



    "Lee Hye-sung really got scary when they talked bad about Choi Hong-seo. I thought someone was going to have their casting canceled."



    



    Although Choi Hong-seo had been watching the entire situation unfold from outside the room, Park Dong-ha wouldn’t have been able to see Choi Hong-seo from his seat. After the conversation, as Lee Hye-sung and Director Kang returned to the table, Choi Hong-seo showed no reaction as he glanced at them.



    



    The atmosphere was still tense and awkward, but the gathering began.



    



    Under the production manager's guidance, Director Kang was the first to speak, offering his greetings and thoughts. Most of his speech revolved around asking the fellow actors and staff to help the new cast members settle in and focus on the work.



    



    "Since pre-production has already been somewhat completed, there’s only about 2-3 months left until the main filming starts. I know the newly cast leading actors must be worried... So, we’ll be helping you fully absorb the project through script readings once or twice a week and individual interviews with the director. Don’t worry about it."



    



    Director Kang spoke in his typically exaggeratedly gentle tone.



    



    "Director, you’re scary! It’s not going to be Sparta-style, is it?"



    



    Someone playfully called out, and Director Kang responded with a joke, his laughter filling the room.



    



    "You all know that I lead in a Sparta-like style, which is why you auditioned for the role. After working with me on this project, you’ll experience firsthand why everyone’s acting improves so much."



    



    A quiet laughter spread through the room, and the atmosphere lightened. Despite his seemingly delicate demeanor, Director Kang was indeed a veteran director with a long career, earning recognition as a master of his craft.



    



    "And just a moment ago, there was a brief mention of it... Regarding Choi Hong-seo, who was supposed to play the role of Hwang Ji-woo, I want everyone to have accurate information. We’re colleagues in the same industry, and you all know how scary public prejudice, malicious comments, and irresponsible rumors can be. Should we, as part of the industry, ignore the truth that’s already been revealed and attack a deceased person?"



    



    At the director's soft persuasion, everyone fell silent. Some nodded in agreement.



    



    "This is something I can say among ourselves, but the truth is that Cream Mansion could only be made because of Hong-seo. It was halted because of Hong-seo's death, and now, because of Hong-seo, we’re able to resume production. Whether it’s a good fate or a bad one, this film shares a very deep and strong connection with him. And, I’m someone who holds on to such connections... So, I intend to consider Cream Mansion as Hong-seo’s posthumous work and make it as part of his legacy."



    



    As Director Kang spoke, Choi Hong-seo's head slowly lowered.



    



    It was because of Choi Hong-seo that Lee Hye-sung had made the investment decision, and when Choi Hong-seo died, production was halted. But for Choi Hong-seo's sake, Lee Hye-sung had decided to continue the investment, allowing the project to resume. – To Choi Hong-seo, who knew the story of how Lee Hye-sung had first met with him to secure investment for Cream Mansion, that’s what it must have sounded like.



    



    "Next, we will hear from the largest investor in Cream Mansion, Lee Hye-sung, from the film investment company 'Hee-siot'."



    



    At the mention of his name by the production manager, Choi Hong-seo slowly lifted his head. Standing up, Lee Hye-sung surveyed the room with an emotionless expression.



    



    "This is Lee Hye-sung, as introduced."



    



    Unlike the meal gathering where he had attended as Choi Hong-seo, this time the gathering was much larger, with around thirty people, including actors, staff, and investors. But he did not raise his voice.



    



    "Personally, Cream Mansion is a film of special meaning to me."



    



    The actors and staff exchanged glances silently, curious about how ARA's Lee Hye-sung could have such a personal connection to the film.



    



    Lee Hye-sung continued speaking, unconcerned with the curious looks.



    



    "Though I’m someone with a separate profession, I plan to actively participate in many stages of the production process and provide encouragement and support to the actors and staff. I ask for your cooperation to ensure that Cream Mansion is completed in the most beautiful form possible."



    



    After a brief bow, there was a solemn, quiet round of applause.



    



    "If I go there, I’ll be able to see Hong-seo, right? Then I have to go."



    



    He had said that in the past. Even though Choi Hong-seo was not here today, Lee Hye-sung’s words were like a secret code for why he had attended this event.



    



    The personal significance of this film, the reason why the vice president of ARA was planning to actively participate in the production process, and his desire for this film to be completed beautifully — all of these were codes that only Choi Hong-seo would fully understand.



    



    The introductions continued, one by one, for other investors, producers, department heads, and team leaders. But none of it reached Choi Hong-seo's ears.



    



    He felt as if he were wearing an invisibility cloak, attending an event he hadn’t been invited to, eavesdropping on secrets. It was a place where he was not supposed to be, where he wasn't allowed to see or hear.



    



    Still unfamiliar with the name "Yun Hye-an," Choi Hong-seo hesitated before standing up.



    



    "Hello, I’m Yun Hye-an, the actor playing Hwang Ji-woo. First, I’m honored to be able to work on the director’s project. Since I’m joining late, I will work even harder to understand the project and the character. Please take care of me."



    



    Lee Hye-sung, sitting in the seat of honor next to Director Kang, with his arms crossed firmly, was watching him closely. When Yun Hye-an said the word "sincerely" out of habit, Lee Hye-sung’s eyebrows twitched.



    



    Strangely, in this moment, it felt as if he could clearly understand what Lee Hye-sung was thinking. Hong-seo should have been in that seat, it should have been Hong-seo’s seat... Through Yun Hye-an’s presence, Lee Hye-sung was undoubtedly feeling the absence of Choi Hong-seo more strongly.



    



    It was as if, through Lee Hye-sung’s rejection of him as Yun Hye-an, Choi Hong-seo himself was more acutely aware of his own death.



    



    "Sincerity... Pfft. If you’re only sincere twice, you’ll ruin the whole film."



    



    As Choi Hong-seo finished his greeting and sat down, Seo Jun-young across from him sneered. His voice wasn’t loud enough to reach the top seats further inside, but it was audible enough for Choi Hong-seo sitting directly opposite. Seo Jun-young must have had a bad experience working with Yun Hye-an’s lack of sincerity. However, unlike Yoon Jae’s concerns, Choi Hong-seo didn’t mind such attacks at all. It felt like a trivial matter now, unlike before.



    



    The official gathering began. Since the purpose of this event was for everyone to get to know each other and build relationships for the long journey ahead—up to a year of post-production—the atmosphere quickly became lively, just like any other dinner gathering.



    



    Drinks and food were served, and the smell and sound of grilling meat, smoke, people’s laughter, and conversations quickly filled the room.



    



    If it weren’t for Park Dong-ha, no one would have spoken to Choi Hong-seo, but that didn’t matter to him. In fact, it was a relief to be left alone so he could quietly observe.



    



    From the start, he was drinking at a fast pace. He didn’t hesitate to down the drinks when offered, and his continuous drinking made others a little worried.



    



    "But about Lee Hye-sung, what’s the deal with him and Choi Hong-seo?"



    



    Seo Jun-young carefully opened his mouth, glancing toward the important crew members gathered at the top seats. Naturally, Choi Hong-seo couldn’t help but listen in.



    



    "What do you mean?"



    



    "I mean, isn’t it strange? No matter how close they are, why would he get that angry earlier? Honestly, isn't that a bit over the top?"



    



    "It is a bit much. It’s like he heard someone insult his family or something."



    



    O In-kyung, who had also been on the receiving end of Lee Hye-sung's scolding earlier, chimed in.



    



    "Exactly! There’s no reason for Lee Hye-sung to be so protective of Choi Hong-seo. Don’t you think there was something more between them?"



    



    "Something more? What, like a sponsor? And between two men? Ugh... I really don’t like that sort of thing."



    



    Someone else, overhearing the conversation, pulled back their chopsticks from the meat they were about to pick up, grimacing in disgust.



    



    "Choi Hong-seo was X-gun, wasn’t he? Maybe Lee Hye-sung was one of Choi Hong-seo’s late-night visitors."



    



    Choi Hong-seo couldn’t bear to listen to Seo Jun-young’s speculations any longer.



    



    "He wasn’t trying to cover for Choi Hong-seo, he was probably just trying to correct false information."



    



    "......"



    



    The people who had been discussing the topic all turned to look at Choi Hong-seo. Each of them had a disapproving expression, as if to say, "Who asked you?" But Choi Hong-seo had no intention of quietly shrinking away in this moment.



    



    To these people, Choi Hong-seo was the "disgraced X-gun" who had taken his own life in dishonor. No matter who pointed out the facts, even if they knew they were wrong, they would not change their minds. They did not want to associate Choi Hong-seo with Lee Hye-sung in any way. Lee Hye-sung’s name should have no connection to Choi Hong-seo’s at all.



    



    And even the suggestion of a sponsor.



    



    He had never proposed any kind of transactional relationship. It was Choi Hong-seo who had initially seduced him, saying he wanted to sleep together. He was so angry he could hardly contain himself, wanting to lash out and ask why they were carelessly talking about something they didn’t know.



    



    Seo Jun-young, who had been looking at him with suspicion, lifted his chin and asked.



    



    "How would Yun Hye-an know that?"



    



    "He doesn’t seem like someone who would do that, the vice president."



    



    "So, on what grounds are you saying this?"



    



    "I’m just speculating, just like you did earlier, senior."



    



    "Acting like you’ve lost your memory, but your manners haven’t changed."



    



    Seo Jun-young muttered as he threw his chopsticks down in frustration.



    



    1 )Post-production refers to the phase in filmmaking that comes after shooting, which includes editing, sound mixing, promotion, and other tasks.

  

  
    Chapter 64
  
  
    "Enough, everyone. Didn't you hear what the director and the vice president said about this matter?"



    



    Jo Won-tae intervened with a stern voice, and Seo Jun-young reluctantly closed his mouth, though his sharp gaze still remained on Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Choi Hong-seo didn’t avoid Seo Jun-young’s stare. He had no intention of backing down over something he hadn’t done wrong.



    



    Lee Hye-sung's words were a hundred percent right.



    



    People like Seo Jun-young had caused him endless pain. And the extreme decision he had made was partly due to that pain.



    



    Humans who had no interest in the truth, only wanting to enjoy a sensational drama using others as material. He had tried to persuade such people, and it was embarrassing that he had once feared the stories they told as if they were righteous. Now, he could simply ignore them and stand up to them.



    



    "Our actors' mood seems off. I’m worried about the director," said Kang Woo-hyun, the director, in a gentle tone.



    



    The director, holding a drink, moved to the actors’ table and pulled a chair next to Yun Hye-an, taking the seat. The actors forced a smile upon seeing the director.



    



    "Here, Hye-an and Jun-young, you’re the new lead actors, so let’s all try to help you adjust. You don’t have to know exactly what someone wants just by looking at them, but you do need to communicate. A good performance doesn’t come from just doing your part in the script well. If you’ve worked on a project, you’d know that. If you can’t connect with the director and your fellow actors, it just turns into a solo show."



    



    The director’s pointed words made everyone drop their gazes.



    



    "By the way, I heard Dong-ha and Hye-an are both from the same group?"



    



    "Yes, Director," Park Dong-ha replied cheerfully.



    



    "I didn’t know that. So, you both aren't part of the group anymore?"



    



    "Yes, the team disbanded a few years ago."



    



    "I see. I’m sorry, I don’t know much about the music industry. With handsome guys like you in the group, I thought you would’ve done well. It’s a shame. But Dong-ha, you’ve worked hard researching the script and you’re so dedicated. You’d have succeeded in whatever you did."



    



    Park Dong-ha smiled shyly but looked pleased by the director's praise.



    



    "Are you going to do well too, Hye-an? Since I picked you despite strong opposition, you’ll need to show something in return. Otherwise, I’ll look ridiculous in front of the staff."



    



    Despite his outwardly gentle and pleasant appearance, Director Kang wasn’t someone who just used kind words. When it came to things that needed to be said, he went straight to the point without beating around the bush.



    



    It was true that Yun Hye-an had a poor reputation in the industry, and from what Kang had seen so far, it seemed that his behavior had contributed to that reputation. It was easy to understand why the director was speaking that way.



    



    "I’ll work hard to make sure you’re not disappointed."



    



    Director Kang smiled, seeming satisfied with Choi Hong-seo’s answer.



    



    "Then, Jun-young, Hye-an, I need to get close to you both and understand who you are. Hmmm, what kind of movies do you like? Any recent films that left an impression?"



    



    With the added condition of "excluding my own work," Director Kang looked back and forth at Seo Jun-young and Yun Hye-an.



    



    While Seo Jun-young was pondering his answer, Choi Hong-seo noticed Lee Hye-sung exiting the private room with a few other staff members. He pretended to sip his drink and briefly watched his profile and the back of his head. The group seemed to be heading out to find a place to smoke, as everyone was holding cigarette packs in their hands.



    



    They appeared to be having a good time. Whatever Lee Hye-sung had said, it had made them laugh, even though he himself wasn't smiling.



    



    He had once said that people trying to flatter him were only being sycophantic, but Choi Hong-seo didn’t think it was entirely that.



    



    Even without considering his background as the future head of ARA Group, Lee Hye-sung was undeniably attractive. His looks and presence were unique, and he had a magnetic quality that drew people in. People naturally gathered around such a figure. As Choi Hong-seo observed the people leaving the room around him, he set down his drink and picked up a glass of alcohol.



    



    "I recently watched Crash and found it quite interesting, Director."



    



    Seo Jun-young had finally come up with an answer after some thought.



    



    "Oh... really? David Cronenberg?"



    



    "Yes, I’ve been a fan of the director for a while."



    



    "He's not very well-known in Korea. A lot of people think his work is bizarre and disturbing. I couldn’t even finish Crash myself. What did you like about it, Jun-young?"



    



    "Despite being a horror film, it boldly showcases the director’s auteur style, and I found pleasure in his sharp critique of the capitalist values and human relationships that uphold Western society."



    



    "Hmm..."



    



    Director Kang slowly nodded with an ambiguous sound, as if he had expected such a memorized response from Seo Jun-young.



    



    "Alright. And Hye-an? Any movies you’ve enjoyed recently?"



    



    "I enjoyed a love story, which left a strong impression on me."



    



    After Yun Hye-an’s response, a few people, including Seo Jun-young, quietly sneered.



    



    It was too conventional of a movie. People only still talked about it because the OST was well-received, but the predictable script, rough direction, and lackluster performances made it far from a well-made film. Choi Hong-seo knew all of this. In short, it wasn’t a film you’d bring up to give the impression that you were a serious film lover. But he didn’t want to lie. With Lee Hye-sung absent, it seemed okay to speak honestly.



    



    "It’s an older movie, so young people might find it boring. What stood out to you about it?"



    



    "I can’t explain it theoretically... but the lines of Ryan O’Neal, sitting alone in an empty correctional facility, have stayed with me."



    



    "How do you feel about a woman who died at 25?"



    



    "Yes..."



    



    Director Kang smiled broadly.



    



    "When people talk about Love Story, they usually mention the line ‘Love means not saying sorry,’ but Hye-an, you seem to be focused on a more unique part, huh?"



    



    "......"



    



    "While it’s important to analyze a piece objectively, it’s also a valid approach to dissect, expand, eliminate, and reassemble a film from a very personal perspective. That’s one way to appreciate it."



    



    Director Kang’s interpretation sounded far more sophisticated compared to Choi Hong-seo’s simple thoughts on the film.



    



    "You’ll be seeing me once or twice a week until the crank-in, so let’s try to get to know each other better, okay?"



    



    As he patted Choi Hong-seo’s back, Director Kang looked around at the actors before suddenly looking up at the ceiling as if recalling something.



    



    "Ah! I almost forgot to mention this!"



    



    Drawing everyone’s attention, Director Kang addressed not just the actors but everyone present.



    



    "Everyone! We’re going to move the traditional crank-in ceremony up a little."



    



    People began to murmur.



    



    Director Kang was famous for having a big, elaborate ritual before the crank-in, completely closed off from the media and the public. It was an industry secret, and the general public didn’t know about it. When Choi Hong-seo was cast previously, the production was halted during the pre-production phase, so the ceremony never happened then.



    



    "The film almost got canceled, and as you know, I’m someone who gets really obsessive about these things. This time, I want to get it out of the way earlier so I can feel at ease. What do you all think? Oh, here comes the vice president!"



    



    Director Kang called out to Lee Hye-sung, who had just returned from smoking.



    



    At the mention of Lee Hye-sung, Choi Hong-seo felt a pang of discomfort, almost like a child caught in a mistake.



    



    "We’re moving up the crank-in ceremony a bit. What do you think, Vice President?"



    



    Maybe it was just a feeling, but Choi Hong-seo couldn’t help but notice Lee Hye-sung’s gaze linger for a moment on the seat next to Director Kang, where Yun Hye-an was sitting, before returning to the director. It wasn’t clear if there was any significance to the look. It might have just been a casual glance, but Choi Hong-seo was certain that, for a split second, his eyes stopped on him, almost as if pressing down on him.



    



    "I’m not really knowledgeable about these things... Just proceed however makes you comfortable, Director."



    



    Once the topic of the ceremony came up, a new excitement filled the dinner atmosphere.



    



    "I’m going to see the famous Director Kang’s shaman ritual. I’m excited."



    



    "A ritual? Is it not just a simple prayer and done?"



    



    Now everyone was talking about it.



    



    "They say a shaman who’s close to Director Kang will come and perform a ritual to avoid accidents and ensure the film goes smoothly. Apparently, this shaman is well-known among the wealthy and politicians... There are rumors that the director is personally spending one billion on it, even though it’s just a movie ceremony."



    



    Choi Hong-seo knew that Director Kang was a fervent believer in shamanism. He had heard that even the film’s crank-in date and release date were determined by a shaman he consulted.



    



    "That shaman is definitely not like those amateurs. It should be worth watching. It was spine-chilling."



    



    "You’ve worked with Director Kang before, right? I’m sure you’ve seen it already."



    



    With Jo Won-tae’s testimony added to the conversation, people’s excitement grew.



    



    The only person who didn’t seem interested in the one-billion-won ritual was Choi Hong-seo. Every time he glanced at Lee Hye-sung, who had made eye contact with him a moment ago, their eyes would inevitably meet again. This prevented him from thinking about anything else.

  

  
    Chapter 65
  
  He had been deliberately keeping his distance from Yun Hye-an, even avoiding any involvement with her. No matter how much animosity he felt, he wouldn’t intentionally try to make eye contact, but the encounters were becoming too frequent. Not knowing how to react, he would awkwardly look away every time and drink more.





By the time the dinner party came to an end, Choi Hong-seo was feeling a little tipsy.





Following the crowd out of the restaurant, he headed to the garden, where he found Lee Hye-sung smoking in a secluded corner with other smokers.





Some were gathering people for a second round, some were calling their managers, and others were still deep in conversation. Keeping a distance from them, Choi Hong-seo discreetly watched him.





Lee Hye-sung looked unusually drunk. Though there were no outward signs of intoxication, the bloodshot, gleaming look in his eyes indicated he was tipsy. He was still surrounded by people, all of them looking happy, yet there was no smile on his own face as the center of attention.





Wearing the same knit sweater he had worn the day they walked Namsan, he looked weary as he endured his drunkenness while inhaling his cigarette. He barely spoke, only occasionally lowering his head and bringing the cigarette to his lips.





Then, through the shoulders of the people around him, Choi Hong-seo suddenly met Lee Hye-sung’s gaze. It was as if he had already noticed Yun Hye-an’s presence and was able to lock onto Choi Hong-seo’s eyes instantly.





Perhaps due to his bloodshot eyes, the gaze now seemed more hostile, as if he were glaring at him. Choi Hong-seo must have made a strong impression on him. The role of Hwang Ji-woo that Choi Hong-seo was playing might have been the most crucial in the movie for Lee Hye-sung. From the start, he had been opposed to casting Yun Hye-an…





Park Dong-ha, who had been mingling noisily with the other actors, approached quietly and whispered.





"Did you make some mistake with the vice president?"





"Mistake?"





"Isn’t he staring at you right now? No, at this point, it looks like he’s glaring at you, doesn’t it?"





"Really? We’ve never even had a conversation, so I don’t see what mistake I could’ve made. He’s probably just looking around here."





When his sedan, driven by his assistant, arrived, Lee Hye-sung put out his cigarette in the ashtray without hesitation and walked away. The producer, who had been claiming to be his fan since the last dinner, persistently asked him to join the second round, but could not stop him from getting into the car.





Once again, he left the scene, surrounded by people who warmly saw him off.





The memories of that day were still vivid in Choi Hong-seo’s mind.





That day, Choi Hong-seo hadn't had a proper conversation with Lee Hye-sung at the dinner party. He felt disappointed and watched his car drive away, feeling a sense of distance. When he heard that Lee Hye-sung was waiting at the hotel, he suddenly became unusually persistent, asking him many questions.





Standing in front of the hotel room, he promised himself that he wouldn’t trust him, that he wouldn’t be deceived. Looking back, he realized it was an action trying to control his own growing desire to trust.





‘You really look like an idol, all bundled up like that.’ He remembered how his hand trembled as he touched the brim of his hat.





Much of that day felt the same, but more things had changed than stayed the same.





He wasn’t waiting at some hotel, nor would he smile gently to make him feel at ease.





He had no right to complain. He had made the decision to reject everything.





After seeing off the senior staff leaving, Park Dong-ha casually tapped Choi Hong-seo on the shoulder and said,





“It’s been a while since we met. Let’s drink and talk more. Got a lot to catch up on? I heard you moved? Want me to check out the new place?”





“I’ll definitely invite you next time. I’ve got somewhere to go today.”





“At this hour? It’s already midnight.”





Choi Hong-seo just gave an awkward smile in response to Park Dong-ha’s confusion.












After the backseat door closed, Lee Hye-sung glanced out at the people waving through the heavily tinted window.





More precisely, he was looking through the crowd to find someone. As the sedan began to move, the figure hidden behind the people was revealed. He had been hiding in the back the whole time, and after the car left, he slowly walked toward the front.





Even after the people who had been waving scattered, he remained in the same spot, watching intently. Just like that day, when Hong-seo had done the same.





"Vice President is departing from Cheongdam," the assistant reported briefly over the phone to the residence in Hannam-dong, glancing at Lee Hye-sung through the rearview mirror with a worried look.





"Are you alright, sir? I have some hangover remedy drinks prepared. Would you like one?"





"Do I look that drunk?"





"You seem fine, but your eyes are bloodshot, so you appear more intoxicated than usual."





"I'm fine. Water is enough."





Though he responded by holding up the water bottle that the assistant had prepared in the cup holder, Lee Hye-sung didn't drink it.





The car, now completely out of the quiet alley, merged into the bright streets of Gangnam. Despite it being midnight on a Monday, Dosan-daero was still busy with traffic.





As he gazed out the window, indifferent to the passing scenery, Lee Hye-sung reached for his cigarette pack.





‘I found Love Story quite impressive.’





It hadn’t been a coincidence that he heard that. After sending the others who had gone out to smoke ahead, he had stood by the door to the private room, listening to their conversation.





Lee Hye-sung took a cigarette from the pack and lit it. Since the production of Cream Mansion had resumed, his cigarette consumption had increased. He drew in the bitter taste that numbed his tongue, sucking in the filter.





Love Story.





Should he really believe that all of this was just coincidence?





That actor, Yoon Hye-an, coincidentally chose a work by Anton Chekhov for his audition. He coincidentally had the habit of counting numbers by folding his fingers when nervous. He coincidentally used the word "diligence" in his greeting. And he coincidentally mentioned Love Story...?





Yes, each of those things could happen by chance. Anton Chekhov was a famous writer, and having the habit of counting numbers with one’s fingers wasn’t that unusual. Emphasizing diligence was a common thing to do in certain contexts. Love Story? While not the kind of movie that someone in his age group would typically like, it was still a well-known work, so it wasn’t that surprising.





But how likely was it for all those coincidences to happen at once?





According to Manager Kang’s investigation, Yoon Hye-an had no connection with Choi Hong-seo. Manager Kang’s investigations were always thorough, but this time, there was surely some missing information. Basic research alone didn’t seem sufficient.





He would have to dig deeper...





Lee Hye-sung exhaled a thin stream of smoke and leaned his head back against the seat. He didn’t want to mingle with the noisy crowd, but he didn’t want to go home just yet either.





Continuing the production of the film was more emotionally draining than he had anticipated. If Hong-seo had been here... he couldn’t shake that thought.





“Let’s stop by Sowol-ro.”





“Sowol-ro, you say?”





“I just want to get some fresh air.”





“Understood.”





He knew it wouldn’t be the same walking the path alone that he had walked with her. Still, tonight, he wanted to do something. Even if it was pain, he wanted to feel the emotions caused by that kid.





“Vice President, we are heading to Namsan. I will report the route again after that.”





To avoid disturbing him in the backseat, Lee Hye-sung listened quietly to the report to Hannam-dong while crushing his cigarette in the ashtray.





It didn’t take long to cross Hanam Bridge and enter Sowol-ro. The sedan drove slowly with Namsan to the right. Lee Hye-sung planned to get out and walk a little at a suitable spot.





"Wait. Don’t go further. Let’s stop here for a moment."





He suddenly ordered the car to stop. The assistant turned on the hazard lights and pulled the car closely to the right side of the road.





“That person over there, leaning against the railing. Can you clearly see their face?”





Lee Hye-sung furrowed his brow and pointed to the left, asking the assistant.





It was a quiet time of night, and the only person in sight was a man gazing out at the night view, leaning against a railing.





“I’m not sure, but I think it’s the actor Yoon Hye-an.”





“Go further down and make a U-turn. Let’s pass by slowly so we can see his face clearly.”





When the car turned and came back, the figure by the railing was still standing in the same spot.





The sedan slowly passed by behind him. Unaware that someone was watching him, Yoon Hye-an was completely absorbed in his own thoughts.





As they passed right by him, Lee Hye-sung confirmed that it was indeed Yoon Hye-an from his side profile.





“What should we do, Vice President?”





“Just go ahead. I’ve had my walk now…”





Lee Hye-sung’s hand searched for another cigarette. After a few false attempts, he finally lit it, and the red glow at the tip ignited.


  
    Chapter 66
  
  
    Around 3 PM, there was a script study session at Director Kang Woo-hyun's house. It was a gathering where the director and actors came together to discuss how they each interpreted the script and shared their thoughts while analyzing the characters. In dramas, this process was often replaced by a simple table reading, but many directors in film considered this process essential. Kang Woo-hyun, in particular, was a director known for placing great importance on it.



    



    By collaborating with the actors and engaging in discussions, Kang Woo-hyun's method was to reflect their personalities in the characters and the work itself. Although this approach made actors think more deeply, it also helped them grow as actors after working with him.



    



    Yoon Hye-an had been in a few films, mostly in supporting or minor roles. But for Choi Hong-seo, this was his first film. There was more at stake than just successfully playing the role of Hwang Ji-woo.



    



    Most importantly, he didn’t want to disappoint him.



    



    He had said that he hoped this film would be completed in the most beautiful form possible, and Yoon Hye-an was determined to fulfill that wish.



    



    The temperature was neither too hot nor too cold, with the sunlight feeling slightly intense. Thanks to this, his outfit of sunglasses and a hat didn’t stand out much. When Yoon Hye-an first opened his eyes in this body, it had been the loud, scorching summer with the sound of cicadas, but now, the season had clearly shifted to fall.



    



    Having left the house a little earlier than planned, Choi Hong-seo arrived at the first destination with some time to spare.



    



    Before heading to Director Kang's house in Pyeongchang-dong, there were a few things he needed to take care of, which is why he had left early.



    



    The first stop was a telecom store.



    



    There were enough customers that he had to take a waiting number. He wasn’t using someone else’s name, but for some reason, he felt nervous, and he kept crumpling his ticket, anxiously waiting for his turn.



    



    When he sat down at the assigned counter and took off his sunglasses, it seemed like the employee recognized Yoon Hye-an’s face. Although the employee didn’t openly show it, there was a sense of recognition in the way they furtively glanced with a slightly flushed expression.



    



    “You want to change your phone but keep your current number, right?”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    He had been uncomfortable using Yoon Hye-an’s old phone. After all, it wasn’t his own phone; it belonged to Choi Hong-seo. Plus, he wanted to keep his promise to Lee Hye-sung.



    



    “From now on… I’ll only use the ARA phone.”



    



    He had promised him that, and it was a sincere promise.



    



    “Do you have a specific model in mind?”



    



    “Well… It’s a model that came out about a year ago. Do you still have it? The ARA phone.”



    



    The employee flipped through a brochure and showed him a page.



    



    “If it’s about a year ago, this might be the model you’re referring to.”



    



    “Yes, that’s it!”



    



    It was the exact same model that Lee Hye-sung had given him as a gift before his departure to Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, in the underground parking lot of his accommodation. Delighted, Choi Hong-seo leaned forward and unknowingly raised his voice.



    



    Noticing the puzzled look from the employee, he awkwardly rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand and straightened up, embarrassed.



    



    “If you’re looking at the ARA phone, a new model was just released two weeks ago. Would you like to take a look at that as well?”



    



    “No, that’s fine. I’ll go with this one. I like this one.”



    



    For a moment, the employee’s face showed a look of confusion, as if wondering why a well-known celebrity like Yoon Hye-an was insisting on an older model, but soon enough, the process continued as usual.



    



    “You really are Yoon Hye-an...”



    



    The employee, having taken Yoon Hye-an’s ID, cautiously looked between the photo on the ID and the face of the customer in front of him before speaking again.



    



    “Yes.”



    



    “I’m so glad. When I was assigned to your counter, I thought you were a really handsome customer, but I wasn’t sure. I know it’s not good manners to act like I recognize you, but it’s my first time meeting a celebrity. You’re really handsome.”



    



    Before confirming that it was truly Yoon Hye-an, the employee had tried to keep a neutral and polite demeanor. But once he recognized him, his attitude changed instantly. His voice, tone, and expression all became warmer and more friendly.



    



    “Thank you.”



    



    Upon hearing the name “Yoon Hye-an,” the staff at the adjacent counter and their customer began to glance over curiously.



    



    “Isn’t that the guy? The one who jumped off the bridge and survived.”



    



    The voice from the adjacent customer was lowered, but in a space so small, it was impossible not to overhear.



    



    It was a familiar situation, one Choi Hong-seo had often encountered. Most people treated celebrities in front of them as if they were just characters from TV. They whispered to each other, thinking that lowering their voices would prevent the celebrity from hearing, but as usual, anyone’s words were more easily heard when talking about them.



    



    Technically, this time it wasn’t about Choi Hong-seo, but Yoon Hye-an.



    



    Amid the excessive curiosity, interest, and kindness, the phone change was completed, and Yoon Hye-an exited the store. He hailed a taxi.



    



    “Hello.”



    



    “Hello.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Where to?”



    



    Since the passenger didn’t mention the destination, the driver turned around to ask first.



    



    “…Please go to Daehangno.”



    



    Even though he had made up his mind to go there when leaving the house, the words didn’t come easily.



    



    Trying to calm his racing heart, he looked out the window and took a deep breath. One, two, three, four... Even after counting four times while folding his fingers, his tension wouldn’t subside.



    



    Hyun-soo.



    



    He was on his way to meet Hyun-soo.



    



    It wasn’t exactly a meeting since they hadn’t set up an appointment, but rather a visit.



    



    After waking up in Yoon Hye-an’s body and regaining some clarity, there were only two people Yoon Hye-an wanted to hear from, other than Lee Hae-sung. Jeong Ji-in and Song Hyun-soo.



    



    While Jeong Ji-in was an object of admiration and envy, it was Song Hyun-soo who, in the same position, understood each other’s circumstances more equally. Though their paths diverged a bit from Choi Hong-seo’s, Hyun-soo, too, had been a victim exploited by the great CEO. Having shared the darkest of secrets, Yoon Hye-an could at least open up a little in front of Hyun-soo.



    



    It wasn’t hard to find out about the recent activities of the two.



    



    Jeong Ji-in, who had found huge success with the drama Eternal Night, had surprisingly transitioned completely to acting in theater. Although this move had distanced him from public attention, his name could still easily bring up his most recent performances or updates with a simple search. He had just finished a long-running play and was now on a break.



    



    The last post on his sparse social media, which had only one or two updates a month, showed him enjoying a vacation by the sea in Italy. He must have gone to visit his family there... It was reassuring to see him looking healthy.



    



    As for Hyun-soo, who had drifted from drama to film, auditioning for small roles, he was now part of a theater troupe in Daehangno.



    



    When Yoon Hye-an learned of this, it was the first time since waking up in this body that he had smiled brightly.



    



    Hyun-soo had struggled with his passion for acting for a long time. Unlike Choi Hong-seo, who fought desperately for success to escape the clutches of CEO Myung, Hyun-soo seemed like someone who had given up and let go.



    



    On the outside, he acted casual and rough, pretending to be bright and carefree, but inside, he was empty. He lacked determination and patience, letting others take what he wanted, then quickly forgetting about it after a few complaints. He wasn’t someone who would fight viciously to take something back.



    



    But now, Hyun-soo was working with a theater troupe and performing steadily on stage. He was also starting to land more significant roles in dramas and films. There was even a small fan club for him online. Yoon Hye-an couldn’t help but feel proud, as if it were his own achievement, seeing Hyun-soo’s fan club growing. If only Hyun-soo knew how to make use of his looks better.



    



    Yoon Hye-an had also learned that Hyun-soo worked at a bar in Daehangno when he wasn’t performing at the theater.



    



    Once he knew where and what Hyun-soo was doing, Yoon Hye-an wanted to see him living well with his own eyes. After hesitating for a long time, he made up his mind, but his heart still wouldn’t calm down. After all, to Hyun-soo, he was just Yoon Hye-an. There was no need to feel so nervous.



    



    The place, which opened in the early afternoon, was a bar that operated as a café in the daytime and a bar in the evening. It wasn’t particularly stylish, but it had a cozy atmosphere that suggested it had a steady stream of regulars.



    



    After sitting down, Yoon Hye-an ordered a cocktail. He had heard that Hyun-soo, who worked there, would personally make the drinks.



    



    It was supposed to be Hyun-soo’s shift today, but Yoon Hye-an couldn’t see him. Just as he was starting to feel anxious, Hyun-soo appeared, pulling aside the curtain behind the counter. After confirming the order with the serving staff, he began to make the cocktail with impressive skill. Yoon Hye-an remembered that before he caught the attention of CEO Myung, Hyun-soo had worked as a bartender’s assistant.



    



    While fiddling with the glass of water that had been served first, Yoon Hye-an continued to glance at Hyun-soo from under the brim of his hat. Perhaps noticing the gaze, Hyun-soo came over with the finished cocktail.



    



    “You’re the actor Yoon Hye-an, right?”



    



    “…Yes.”



    



    When it came to Hyun-soo, Yoon Hye-an had expected him to ask bluntly, so he couldn’t help but smile inwardly.



    



    “What brings you here? I know we’re not exactly a fancy place, not even by a long shot,” Hyun-soo said nonchalantly, scratching his neck as he stood in front of the table. His carefree attitude hadn’t changed one bit. Even though he acted tough and brash, he still gave off that familiar, almost unthreatening vibe. The same feeling Yoon Hye-an had always gotten from him.



    



    In an unexpected moment, Yoon Hye-an felt a sharp pang in his chest. His emotions swelled up, and he quickly lowered his head, sipping his cocktail through the straw to calm himself.



    



    “So, how’s the cocktail? I made it myself,” Hyun-soo asked.



    



    “It’s good,” Yoon Hye-an replied.



    



    “You asked for less alcohol, so I paid attention to that,” Hyun-soo continued.



    



    “Yeah, even though it’s low on alcohol, it’s not just juice... it’s really good,” Yoon Hye-an complimented, and he wasn’t lying. Though he couldn't really taste the flavor well in his current state, it was obvious that Hyun-soo had put effort into making it. He hadn’t known that Hyun-soo had such a talent for mixing drinks. Back then, when they were just trying to survive, it was hard to notice such things.



    



    “By the way, you got cast in Cream Mansion, right? Congrats,” Hyun-soo said, casually.



    



    “Thanks,” Yoon Hye-an replied.



    



    “The role you’re playing was originally meant for my friend, Choi Hong-seo...” Hyun-soo continued.



    



    Hyun-soo’s tone grew a bit shy as he rubbed the back of his neck, as if it were awkward to bring this up. Yoon Hye-an understood why he had been lingering by the table now.



    



    Hearing Hyun-soo say, “Choi Hong-seo is my friend,” again made Yoon Hye-an’s emotions waver. His brows furrowed, and his eyes started to feel hot.



    



    “Oh... I see,” Yoon Hye-an responded, unable to meet his gaze, stirring his cocktail with the straw.



    



    “I know you might not believe me, but it’s true. That role was something he really wanted to do and worked hard for,” Hyun-soo said earnestly.



    



    “...” Yoon Hye-an remained silent.



    



    “So, please take good care of it,” Hyun-soo continued.



    



    “...”



    



    “I know you might wonder why I’m asking you for this, but he was really special to me,” Hyun-soo added, his voice quiet but sincere.



    



    “...”



    



    “In that case, this one’s on me,” Hyun-soo said, walking back to the counter after paying for Yoon Hye-an’s drink.



    



    “Thanks. I’ll enjoy it,” Yoon Hye-an murmured, struggling to hold back the lump in his throat.



    



    As he watched Hyun-soo’s back retreating to the counter, Yoon Hye-an was suddenly overcome by the urge to shout, Hyun-soo! He felt like he could just get up and do it. To suppress this impulse, he clenched his fists tightly under the table.



    



    He had only wanted to see him doing well. But now, after seeing Hyun-soo in person and hearing those words, a sense of longing stirred inside him. All this time, he had endured, but suddenly, everything felt unjust and unfair.



    



    “I’m your friend, Choi Hong-seo.” He wanted to say it out loud. He wanted to scream it. It felt like he couldn’t help it, even if it seemed impossible. He wanted to tell him, I’m Hong-seo, but what was he supposed to do with that?



    



    Yoon Hye-an wanted to grab Hyun-soo, cry, and tell him everything.



    



    Maybe Hyun-soo would believe him. For a fleeting moment, he entertained that thought.



    



    But it was just a hopeless, naive dream.



    



    Even if he were Hyun-soo, he wouldn’t have believed such a story.



    



    After finishing the “Blood Mary” cocktail that Hyun-soo had made, Yoon Hye-an stood up. That was all that Choi Hong-seo could do.
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    "The couple in Apartment C probably each have their own lovers," said Kim Yi-jeong, an actress playing the role of the famous politician's university daughter in *Cream Mansion*, with a confident tone.



    



    "They probably don’t find their spouses attractive anymore, but they have plenty of money, right? They must know they can meet younger and more attractive partners, so an affair seems like the natural course of things."



    



    Kim Yi-jeong was imagining the other characters in *Cream Mansion*, a couple in their 40s who run a famous restaurant.



    



    The actors had gathered at Director Kang Woo-hyun’s house and spent three hours passionately discussing the script and characters. Yet, even after all that time, no one seemed tired, and the energy was still high.



    



    Observing Kim Yi-jeong, who spoke with a pretty face but a deadpan expression, Oh In-kyung remarked with interest, "That’s a plausible theory, but you’re so young and yet your view of the world seems quite pessimistic."



    



    "I’ve seen plenty of older men who want to date me," Kim Yi-jeong replied.



    



    It was a response that everyone had no choice but to agree with.



    



    Kim Yi-jeong, with her long black hair that reached her waist, didn’t give off an innocent vibe; instead, she had a cool, chic aura. In fact, she never acted fake, laughing or offering empty words in front of the director or her seniors. While there were probably some seniors who didn’t like her, she seemed like someone who, though not particularly friendly, wasn’t two-faced. That’s how Choi Hong-seo saw her.



    



    "Then, I guess the husband from Apartment C might hit on you, Yi-jeong," Choi Hong-seo added to the conversation, and Kim Yi-jeong quickly turned to look at him, her eyes widening.



    



    "Oh? That might work. Creating some conflict between the tenants would definitely help the development of the story later on."



    



    "Our actors are so passionate. The director is really lucky," said another person.



    



    After the study session, Director Kang, who had briefly stepped out, returned with a tray full of food and drinks.



    



    "Are we still talking about characters after the study session? Alright, from now on, let’s eat and drink and talk more casually."



    



    Following behind him, a staff member placed various snacks on the table.



    



    "Director, the study is secondary, but the drinking session is the main event, right?" someone joked, and Director Kang shrugged as if it was obvious.



    



    "Is there any film industry where that’s not the case? If it weren’t for alcohol, 80% of Korean films would never have seen the light of day."



    



    As per Director Kang’s preference, the drinking session began with champagne.



    



    This was the second time Choi Hong-seo had visited the house in the body of Yoon Hye-an. Though it was his first time in the dining area after a study session, through the open folding doors, he could see a familiar garden outside.



    



    On the day of the investment party for *Cream Mansion*, there had been a young crowd gathered around a swimming pool in that very garden. It was also the space where a celebration party had been held after the film’s production was confirmed.



    



    That day, Lee Hae-sung, confidently and with composure, gave a toast and made a speech. To Choi Hong-seo, he seemed like the center of the world. Watching him as a mature man with leadership, manners, and a gentle smile, Choi Hong-seo could clearly feel a flutter in his heart.



    



    It was also in this house where he had seen Lee Hae-sung get fiercely angry at CEO Jo's disgraceful behavior. It was here that he had accepted him as a boyfriend, thinking he might not need to complete all five meetings.



    



    Come to think of it, this place was filled with too many memories that were neither his house nor Lee Hae-sung's. The thought of that made him unknowingly let out a hollow laugh.



    



    "But, Yoon Hye-an, you're a bit different from what I heard."



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been lost in his own world during the noisy drinking session, looked up at the voice calling for Yoon Hye-an. The representative of the production company, sitting next to Director Kang, was looking at him with an intrigued expression.



    



    "I've heard a lot about how unreliable you are... I was really worried. When the director said he wanted to cast Hye-an, I was strongly against it. But now, the more I see, you seem different from the rumors."



    



    "See, I told you, Baek representative. There’s no way someone unreliable could pull off that kind of acting, right? You might be better with business matters, but when it comes to actors, my judgment is sharper. The rumors must have been exaggerated."



    



    Director Kang Woo-hyun, already quite tipsy, boasted loudly and continued.



    



    "Even today, look. You’ve studied the script and character so thoroughly. The script is already worn out. With that level of effort, Baek representative, you have to admit that’s above average in terms of diligence."



    



    "You can’t really know someone after seeing them just two or three times," the production representative said indifferently, then sipped his champagne, pretending to be distracted. While he somewhat acknowledged the possibility that Yoon Hye-an might be different from the rumors, he seemed to still leave room for doubt.



    



    Choi Hong-seo thought that was enough. After all, many people still believed in rumors more than the actual person they saw.



    



    "But our Hye-an doesn't touch any food. We've been talking for three hours, aren't you hungry? Have some cookies or muffins, okay?"



    



    When he noticed that Yoon Hye-an had only been sipping his drink and hadn’t touched any food, Director Kang looked at Choi Hong-seo with a worried expression.



    



    "I’m fine, Director. I'm enjoying myself."



    



    "You don’t like sweet food?"



    



    "No, I do. But if I eat it, I tend to gain weight, so I have to manage."



    



    "What? With your body, what kind of management do you need?"



    



    Director Kang tilted his head as he looked at Yoon Hye-an’s long neck and jawline, with no excess fat, and the wrist visible under his sleeve.



    



    "Director, isn’t physical appearance just as important for the role of Hwang Ji-woo as the acting itself? I think it’s a good idea for Yoon Hye-an to work on his appearance too. His figure seems a little less impressive compared to Choi Hong-seo’s."



    



    Without missing the chance, actor Seo Jun-young added with a teasing tone.



    



    "So recently, I’ve been working out diligently."



    



    "What? With those wrists, do you even lift 2kg dumbbells?"



    



    Seo Jun-young sneered as if talking to himself. Then, before Choi Hong-seo could respond, he turned to someone else and left the conversation.



    



    Although his behavior was immature, Seo Jun-young's comment wasn't entirely wrong.



    



    Choi Hong-seo had noticed that Yoon Hye-an's body was in quite a neglected state. Perhaps due to months of being in a coma, she was very thin but lacked muscle mass. Hwang Ji-woo, a character who needed to exude mystery with her appearance alone, couldn't simply rely on being skinny to look good on camera. To create a well-maintained body, Choi Hong-seo had hired an expert to help Yoon Hye-an build up the parts of her physique that were lacking.



    



    "Hey, are you really working out?"



    



    Park Dong-ha, sitting next to Choi Hong-seo, nudged him with his elbow and asked in a lowered voice. Choi Hong-seo nodded.



    



    "It’s been a while now. About a month?"



    



    "You're not just saying that, right? You’re actually working out?"



    



    It seemed quite surprising to Park Dong-ha, who let out a soft, sarcastic laugh.



    



    "Director, tell us about Lee Hae-sung, the vice president!"



    



    When someone mentioned Lee Hae-sung, Park Dong-ha suddenly brightened up, shifting his attention from Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "What should I say? He’s not even here."



    



    "I’m not trying to gossip, I’m just curious about how someone that rich lives!" Park Dong-ha eagerly pressed for more information, an enthusiasm that was unexpected since he usually stayed quiet in front of his seniors.



    



    "I actually thought he looked even more impressive in person than some of the actors. Why isn’t he remarried? He must have a girlfriend, right?"



    



    "I don't know anything about his private life."



    



    "It seems like there are no rumors at all in the entertainment world. With that in mind, I don’t think he’s dating an actress or a singer..."



    



    "Did you even go around digging up rumors?"



    



    Director Kang chuckled at Park Dong-ha and playfully shot him a glare, almost fondly.



    



    Park Dong-ha blushed and shifted uncomfortably.



    



    "I wasn’t digging up rumors... I was just really curious about what kind of person someone like him would date. He’s got money and power, and he looks like that—it's like something out of a movie."



    



    Everyone seemed to find Park Dong-ha's explanation endearing. He got along well with both his seniors and peers, and as the youngest among the cast, he was generally amiable with everyone.



    



    "You must have met him several times while securing investments. You seemed pretty close at the dinner the other day. What’s he really like?"



    



    "He's someone who’s going to be the president of the ARA Group. Do you think I’d be able to figure him out just from a few meetings?"



    



    Even Oh In-kyung subtly asked, but Director Kang continued to remain tight-lipped.



    



    Choi Hong-seo was actually grateful that Director Kang didn’t easily open up about Lee Hae-sung. He didn’t want to see him become the subject of gossip.



    



    As the conversation continued, Seo Jun-young leaned forward over the table and lowered his voice to quietly ask, "Then just tell us this, Director. What’s the relationship between you and Choi Hong-seo...?"



    



    By now, Director Kang, who had been deflecting questions politely, looked at Seo Jun-young intently. There was still a smile on his lips, but it seemed colder.



    



    "I think you might have overheard something I or Vice President Lee said last time."



    



    As Director Kang set his champagne glass down, he continued.



    



    "Seo Jun-young, let me give you some advice."



    



    "..."



    



    "Lee Hae-sung is not an ordinary person. He’s probably more intimidating than anyone you know."



    



    For some reason, everyone at the table, including Seo Jun-young, held their breath and listened intently to Director Kang.



    



    "It’s not just about power, he’s almost like a god. In this world, Lee Hae-sung is practically omnipotent. There’s nothing he can’t do, so in a way, he’s half a god. Got it, Jun-young? Half a god."



    



    "..."



    



    "Don't anger the gods, or you'll regret it. Keep your mouth shut."



    



    With that, Director Kang smiled again as he picked up his champagne glass. Seo Jun-young, who had been listening intently to the director's words, relaxed for a moment and playfully rolled his eyes, seemingly interpreting the comment as a tease aimed at him.



    



    "Hey, Director, aren’t you getting too deep into shamanism? Even if he’s a chaebol, calling him a god is a bit much... The world has changed. Can a chaebol really do whatever they want?"



    



    "Even though the world has changed, I think Vice President Lee Hae-sung could probably save or destroy someone like you, Jun-young."



    



    "......"



    



    After hearing that, Seo Jun-young seemed to shiver slightly. He didn’t respond and instead leaned back in his chair, silencing himself.
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    It seemed like the conversation about Lee Hae-sung was winding down, as the topic gradually shifted to the unpleasant chaebols and powerful figures they had encountered.



    



    Taking advantage of the change in topic, Choi Hong-seo quietly stood up. Director Kang didn’t miss the move and called out to him.



    



    “Hye-an, where are you going?”



    



    “I’m just going to the restroom.”



    



    “Oh, okay. Go out to the hallway and turn right... Wait, you just went, didn’t you?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded and gestured for him to go ahead, then left the room. He hadn’t realized it, but while Lee Hae-sung had been the topic of conversation, he had been sweating a bit.



    



    In the large powder room in front of the restroom, he splashed his face with cold water a few times. When he lifted his face, wiping away the moisture, Park Dong-ha was staring at him from the mirror.



    



    “......”



    



    Choi Hong-seo took a couple of paper towels and slowly turned around, wiping his face.



    



    “Hyung. What was that about earlier?”



    



    “What do you mean?”



    



    “You’re the type who doesn’t gain weight, right? Back when we were living at the dorms, even if we were starving after our schedules, we’d go to bed hungry, but you’d order late-night snacks, cook ramen at 2 or 3 AM. I even cried myself to sleep once, smelling ramen through the door.”



    



    “......”



    



    “But now you say you gain weight just from eating? If you didn’t remember, you could have just said so, but why say it like that?”



    



    “That’s...”



    



    Choi Hong-seo grabbed the edge of the sink behind him and bit his lower lip.



    



    “I’m managing, but since you offered me food, I ended up rejecting it, so...”



    



    Park Dong-ha still looked dissatisfied. It wasn’t so much that he was suspicious, but rather that he seemed confused by the changed Yun Hye-an, who had lost her memory.



    



    “You’re telling me you’re managing for the role and working out, but... was that exercise thing real? You don’t need to lie to me.”



    



    Even though Park Dong-ha had already asked once at the dinner table, he seemed intent on confirming it again. Choi Hong-seo nodded.



    



    Park Dong-ha, who had been watching him closely, let out a sigh as if he had no choice, and stepped a little closer.



    



    “I really don’t get it.”



    



    “......”



    



    “When are we going to drink? You said you’d invite me to your place, right? Do you have my number?”



    



    “It’s saved on my phone, yeah...”



    



    “That’s your old number, isn’t it? What’s your new number?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo pulled his phone out of his pocket and went into the contacts list. Park Dong-ha suddenly leaned in close to the screen.



    



    “Let me see. Yeah, this is your old number, isn’t it? I’ll delete this and put the new one in.”



    



    “No, I can do it myself...”



    



    Park Dong-ha grabbed the phone from him and furrowed his brows.



    



    “It’s still an empty contact list. Huh? What’s this? A carrot seller?”



    



    Earlier that day, when he changed his phone, the first number he saved in the empty contact list was Lee Hae-sung’s number. Even if he couldn’t contact him, at least he wanted to have his number saved in his phone, under the same name as before.



    



    Even if someone stumbled upon the contact saved as "Carrot Seller," no one would ever suspect it was Lee Hae-sung, but for some reason, Choi Hong-seo pursed his lips in a little tension.



    



    “Hyung, do you sell carrots?”



    



    “Oh, that… I was thinking of clearing out some unused luxury goods.”



    



    “Even if it’s unused stuff, you’d throw it away, but Yun Hye-an is selling carrots now?”



    



    It seemed like Park Dong-ha had forgotten that he had promised to input the phone number, as he let his hand drop and stared straight at Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “What? Did you really lose your memory?”



    



    “What do you mean?”



    



    “I mean, just because someone forgets their memories, does it mean their nature or abilities change?”



    



    “......”



    



    “Isn’t it more like you’ve just become a completely different person, regardless of memory?”



    



    “What are you trying to say?”



    



    “You’ve been studying the script so thoroughly, making character analysis notes? You, Choi Hong-seo? And the director even praised you?”



    



    “......”



    



    “Honestly, just the fact that you’re here today is something impossible for Yun Hye-an. No, the fact that you were even cast is a miracle, isn’t it?”



    



    Park Dong-ha seemed genuinely confused. He scanned Choi Hong-seo’s face roughly and swallowed a dry lump in his throat before continuing.



    



    “I’m not saying anything bad, but let’s be honest. Your acting ability? You really think you could get cast in Director Kang’s movie? Can memory loss suddenly make you a better actor? Is that even possible?”



    



    Park Dong-ha’s confusion seemed reasonable to Choi Hong-seo as well. But he didn’t know what to say in response. He certainly couldn’t admit, *I’m just pretending to be Yun Hye-an while I’m really Choi Hong-seo.*



    



    “Did you really think I was pretending not to remember on purpose? Did you think that all this time, Dong-ha?”



    



    “Honestly… yeah, I did.”



    



    “The person you used to know as me… was someone who could pretend not to remember, even though I remembered everything, someone who could act that way?”



    



    Park Dong-ha, who seemed to be hesitating, finally nodded slowly, as if he had made up his mind.



    



    “Yeah. Not just me, but anyone who knows you would probably think the same.”



    



    “......”



    



    “But at the same time, if I’d pushed you this far, you’d have revealed your true nature. That’s why it’s so strange.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Your face may be the same, but your tone, your expressions… it’s like I’m looking at a completely different person.”



    



    Park Dong-ha, trailing off at the end of his sentence, avoided looking at him. Like before, it seemed he wanted to say something chilling. Perhaps Dong-ha’s reaction was more typical than Yong-jae’s, who had quickly adapted and accepted the situation.



    



    Park Dong-ha entered his phone number and handed the phone back to Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “You switched to an ARA phone? You, who never used to touch Android?”



    



    As Choi Hong-seo looked down at the phone in his hand, Park Dong-ha shook his head slowly.



    



    Then, as he was about to leave the powder room, he sensed no footsteps following him and turned around.



    



    “Aren’t you going in?”



    



    “I’ll go in later. I just want to take a breather first.”



    



    “Why? Are you feeling sick?”



    



    Park Dong-ha squinted at his pale face as he peered closely at him.



    



    “No, it’s just that I’m a bit tense. You go ahead.”



    



    Maybe it was because he was being pressed by Park Dong-ha’s questions.



    



    He felt worse than he had in the restaurant. Though it wasn’t as extreme as the dizziness he felt when he collapsed at the memorial hall, he felt a cold sweat break out and energy drain from his back. He felt weak.



    



    He thought it would get better if he quietly took a breath on his own.



    



    Leaving the powder room, Choi Hong-seo headed down the hallway opposite the restaurant. He came to an entrance that overlooked the entire living room, and to the right was a staircase leading to the second floor.



    



    Laughter suddenly erupted from the restaurant side.



    



    By the time he regained his senses, he was already climbing the stairs, gripping the railing.



    



    He knew it was an impolite action, but… he just wanted to go there once more. The place where he had first met him. And the place where he had officially become his lover.



    



    Since it was a public space like the reception room, not a private area like the bedroom or study… maybe just going there for a moment wouldn’t be so bad? He kept making excuses to himself as he climbed the stairs, his legs heavy, as though he was being chased.



    



    He grabbed the handle of the right door of the reception room and slowly pulled it down.



    



    Click, clink.



    



    “......”



    



    The neatly arranged space felt as if it was buried in the past, frozen in time.



    



    The artworks hanging on the walls, the round dining table to the right, and the sofa set in front of the large windows to the left. Everything was exactly as it had been.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, as if in a trance, slowly stepped into the room.



    



    With each step, it felt like the ghosts of the past were coming back to life.



    



    Director Kang Woo-hyun, irritated by CEO Myung's unannounced appearance with another actor, the senior actor sitting next to Director Kang, CEO Jo, who had been nothing but deceitful from start to finish, the middle-aged woman who was a director at a conglomerate, and Myung Do-hoon, who had always grovelled before those in power…



    



    Choi Hong-seo stopped where he had stood that day, in front of the sofa set.



    



    The seat directly across from him was the prestigious single armchair.



    



    The VVIP who had sat there, legs crossed, hands neatly clasped on his lap, looked like a framed picture of austerity.



    



    It felt as if he could reappear in that seat at any moment.



    



    A chill ran down his spine, and goosebumps spread all over his body.



    



    “The music, let’s stop it.”



    



    It was the first time he had heard his voice.



    



    “Do you enjoy reading Chekhov, usually?”



    



    It had been the first question he had asked Choi Hong-seo after the acting was done.



    



    He hadn’t forgotten a single part of it. He felt as though he could play every role of everyone who had been in this room that day by himself.



    



    “I hope this project goes well, and I look forward to seeing you again, Choi Hong-seo.”



    



    Looking back, he might have subtly shown his interest from the very beginning. "I hope we meet again." He wouldn’t have said something like that without meaning it. Now, I know that for sure.



    



    From the start, he never beat around the bush. He didn’t try to test or probe me. But I, like a fool, had been speaking nonsense for so long.



    



    Chuckling bitterly, Choi Hong-seo walked slowly and slumped onto the long sofa where Director Kang and the senior actor had been sitting together.



    



    It was also the chair where he had sat next to me on the day the film production was confirmed.



    



    We had held hands tightly. His forehead had touched the back of my neck. When he touched me, I had struggled to breathe, but I didn’t care because I wanted to stay close to him.



    



    “Do you like me? Not just as a passing fondness?”



    



    I slowly ran my palm over the seat where he had been sitting next to me.



    



    What had clearly been next to me at that time was now absent. I could vividly feel the loss of what had been there, what had slipped away. Now, I completely understood the reason why people say to avoid places filled with memories of a past lover after a breakup.



    



    As if he had just been sitting there, I felt a warm sensation under my palm. Of course, it was probably just a trick of my mind. I even ran my hand over the backrest of the sofa where he had leaned.



    



    If such absurd things were bound to happen, I would have preferred time to rewind rather than waking up in another person’s body. If that had been the case, I could have corrected those foolish moments.



    



    But this wasn’t a . If some omnipotent being had deliberately manipulated this situation, the intention behind it was , .



    



    My brow tightened, and my eyes began to burn with tears.



    



    Even when I saw Hyun-su, I had held back tears, but this time, I couldn’t stop them.



    



    Bowing my head, I trembled and cried quietly. I didn’t wail aloud. I couldn’t cry out like that. Biting my lip, I swallowed the sound, letting the tears flow freely.



    



    “It’s you again.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Isn’t this almost fate?”



    



    There was no need to turn around to identify the voice behind me. It wasn’t some ghost from the past. The man from the past had never spoken to me with such a cold, metallic voice.
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    I was so shocked that my tears stopped on their own. I quickly turned my head to the left and wiped away the tears on my cheek, trying to look as natural as possible. Even though I knew I couldn’t hide everything, I couldn’t stay here until the tears dried.



    



    “What are you doing here again?”



    



    The emphasis on the word "again" in his voice carried a sense of intense anger. He seemed far more emotional now than when we had met at the memorial hall.



    



    As soon as Choi Hong-seo stood up, he clasped his hands together and lowered his head. He didn’t even look directly at him, standing somewhere between the door and the sofa.



    



    “I’m sorry. I was looking for the bathroom... I’ll leave right now.”



    



    He bowed slightly, keeping his face down, and hurriedly walked, only glancing at the partially open door behind him. As he passed closely by, he heard him turn his head just slightly toward his shoulder and sharply say,



    



    “I gave you a warning last time... didn’t I?”



    



    “......”



    



    “You were told not to imitate that kid.”



    



    Since it was a VVIP speaking, Choi Hong-seo had no choice but to stop.



    



    He felt the presence of him slowly turning his body behind him.



    



    “Are you doing this on purpose to anger me?”



    



    “......”



    



    “Or do you want to get my attention?”



    



    Although it seemed like he was joking, it was just a thin disguise. He probably said it like that because if he didn’t, his anger would overflow beyond what he wanted to handle, and it was just a way for him to control himself.



    



    The footsteps grew closer. As he passed by Choi Hong-seo’s shoulder, he walked a few steps forward, turned around, and faced Choi Hong-seo—facing the person now known as Yun Hye-an.



    



    “Why did you go to Sowol-ro?”



    



    “......”



    



    Choi Hong-seo didn’t answer. He was taken off guard by the unexpected question and couldn’t respond.



    



    “I asked why you went to Sowol-ro after the Monday meeting.”



    



    “My house... is near there. I just went to see the night view and take a walk. What... does it matter?”



    



    He answered with a bit of reluctance, still speaking somewhat defensively. He thought that the person before him, who was hostile and believed that "Yun Hye-an" was imitating Choi Hong-seo with some ulterior motive, was mistaken. But that wasn’t the case. The "Yun Hye-an" standing before him now had no such intention. And that’s why he felt wronged.



    



    Squeezing his hands in front of his lower abdomen, he waited for him to say it was okay for him to leave.



    



    He could almost feel the unyielding gaze from his eyes, revealing the traces of tears that must still be visible on "Yun Hye-an’s" face. However, Yun Hye-an’s tears meant nothing to him, and they couldn’t stir any emotion in him.



    



    Just like at the memorial hall, his cold, interrogative tone continued.



    



    “You clearly left after me in Cheongdam-dong. But you, Yun Hye-an, arrived at Namsan before me.”



    



    “......”



    



    “You must have expected me to go there, and you were waiting for me, weren’t you?”



    



    No. That wasn’t it. It was something Choi Hong-seo never predicted either.



    



    If the Choi Hong-seo I knew were here now, he would know that the words being said were nothing but an accusation.



    



    It meant that right now, he was angry—so angry that his usual judgment was clouded. And that was also because he meant so much to Choi Hong-seo. When it came to matters involving Choi Hong-seo, his judgment would become clouded.



    



    “How could I know where the vice president would go and move in advance...”



    



    Choi Hong-seo tried to sound as calm as possible, but his voice trembled.



    



    But the trembling voice of Yun Hye-an seemed to him like a disgusting act.



    



    After a sarcastic chuckle, the mocking tone continued.



    



    “You don’t know. Who knows if you just made a guess based on the information you had, betting on the possible outcomes?”



    



    “Information...?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo raised his head slightly, glancing up at him. He couldn’t bring himself to look him in the eye, only stealing a glance. Just like Director Kang had said, the person standing before him now seemed terrifying.



    



    “You chose Anton Chekhov’s works, you counted numbers while relaxing your fingers, a love story, Namsan Sowol-ro... and now, this place.”



    



    “......”



    



    “You believe all of that to be just a coincidence? I’m not that romantic.”



    



    **Love story.**



    



    It seemed he had heard about that from outside. It wasn’t that I was careless, but honestly, I hadn’t expected his wariness of Yun Hye-an to be at this level.



    



    He, who had been standing with his hands in his pants pockets, suddenly straightened his posture.



    



    “Where did you get this information?”



    



    “Information? There’s no such thing.”



    



    I shook my head vigorously, denying it. Even though he hated Yun Hye-an, I didn’t want to be hated any more than this. I just wanted to quietly watch from the side.



    



    “As you mentioned, there is no connection between me and Choi Hong-seo, and I don’t know of any way to obtain information. It’s the truth.”



    



    Despite Yun Hye-an's desperate plea, his expression didn’t soften in the slightest.



    



    I couldn’t believe the man standing before me.



    



    The kindness, gentleness, and the wide embrace that had always been there when he dealt with Choi Hong-seo... the man before me now seemed like someone entirely different, with only his face resembling that of Lee Hye-seong.



    



    His eyes, cold and unyielding, seemed to suggest that he would stop at nothing to get the answers he wanted, without a trace of hesitation or guilt. Looking at me with that chilling gaze, he spoke in a low, husky voice.



    



    “I’ve heard many interesting stories about Yun Hye-an.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I’m not the type to believe everything I hear, but I’m also not the type to trust people easily.”



    



    He exhaled deeply through his nose, looked down at the floor for a moment, then tilted his head upward. This time, he looked at Yun Hye-an with a piercing gaze, as if to provoke.



    



    “I don’t know what kind of stories you’ve been hearing or where you got them from, but if you’re trying to get my attention by imitating that kid, you’re making a huge mistake.”



    



    Now, his voice was low again, just like usual. The almost whispered tone still had the power to make the listener focus even more.



    



    “I’m not the type to look for a similar replacement to soothe my longing.”



    



    “......”



    



    “You’ve got it all wrong.”



    



    Even now, I couldn’t look away from him. My gaze was fixed on his, beads of sweat forming as I struggled to catch my breath between each word. Even though his voice was a warning, I couldn’t tear my eyes away.



    



    “No... I really didn’t have that kind of intention.”



    



    “If you can prove that everything I listed was just a coincidence, I’ll believe you.”



    



    Even though I was desperate, feeling wronged and pleading for him to believe me, my forehead and the area near my ears were soaked with cold sweat. His eyes, as he looked down at Yun Hye-an, were still cold and unyielding.



    



    He sneered, his tone growing even colder.



    



    “Why? Are you going to collapse in front of me? Again?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo raised his arm and wiped the sweat off near his shirt’s shoulder. He wouldn’t collapse. He swallowed hard, trying to steady his breath and keep his mind clear.



    



    “If you have nothing more to say, I’ll take my leave.”



    



    She hurriedly passed by him and left the reception room. Struggling to support her shaking knees, she relied on the railing and nearly stumbled down the stairs, dialing Yong-jae's number with trembling hands.



    



    "Yong-jae, I'm sorry. Can you come to Director Kang’s place right now? I suddenly feel really unwell..."



    



    When she returned to the restaurant, drenched in sweat, all eyes were on her. The moment she said she wasn’t feeling well and needed to leave, everyone agreed without asking anything, as it was clear to them that Choi Hong-seo wasn’t in normal condition.



    



    Director Kang kindly offered to send someone to take her, but she quickly made an excuse that her manager would arrive soon and hastily packed her things, rushing out of the restaurant like someone being chased.



    



    "Hyung!"



    



    It was an unwelcome voice. Before she had even completely left the hallway, Park Dong-ha caught up with her.



    



    "I knew something was off earlier. Your manager, is it Yong-jae hyung coming? Give me the bag. I'll carry it."



    



    Before Choi Hong-seo could respond, Park Dong-ha took the bag from her and tried to support her by hooking his arm under her armpit.



    



    "But, have you seen Vice President Lee Hye-seong?"



    



    "......"



    



    "He just arrived a moment ago. He heard you went to the bathroom and then stepped away for a bit. I was wondering if you two met..."



    



    "......"



    



    Choi Hong-seo stopped dead in her tracks, glaring silently at Park Dong-ha, her forehead beaded with cold sweat. Park Dong-ha, realizing his mistake, quickly clamped his mouth shut.



    



    Choi Hong-seo snatched the bag from his hands.



    



    “There’s no need for that. Yong-jae will be here soon. I’ll go ahead.”
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    Choi Hong-seo snatched the bag from Park Dong-ha's hands.



    



    "You don't need to do that. Yong-jae will be here soon. I'll go ahead."



    



    Once she was completely outside the gate, her legs gave out from the tension. She leaned against the mansion's gate and sat down on the ground.



    



    It would take at least another 20 minutes for Yong-jae to arrive. Still, it was better than staying inside that house. Taxis were hard to find in Pyeongchang-dong. If she could hold on until Yong-jae arrived, she’d be fine.



    



    Her lips were dry from the fever. She licked her lips and wiped the sweat from her arms with the sleeve of her t-shirt.



    



    Had she come here just to attend the after-party? Had she said she would be as active as possible in the production process? Or... had it been to monitor and observe Yoon Hye-an?



    



    Thinking back to his unfamiliar expression and voice as he relentlessly pushed her, without even flinching at the tear stains or her fearful expression, tears quickly welled up again.



    



    "Why are you crying over something like this? When have you ever been pampered?"



    



    She cursed herself and roughly wiped away the tears with the back of her hand. She rubbed the back of her hand across the side of her t-shirt, wiping away the remnants.



    



    Even if he shouted at her to stop imitating Choi Hong-seo, she wasn’t clever enough to live as someone other than herself.



    



    If she couldn’t even hold onto the memories of him to avoid imitating Choi Hong-seo, she wasn’t sure she could maintain her sanity and live this life as Yoon Hye-an.



    



    His warning... even though she wanted to listen, it was just too difficult.



    



    "Why did this happen... I didn't ask to be looked after... I didn’t ask to be loved... why, why like this... sob..."



    



    The tears didn’t stop; now she was sobbing with sorrow. She buried her face in her knees, unable to stop.



    



    She waited for her tears to subside before Yong-jae arrived.



    



    Crying was hard, but trying to stop herself from crying took energy too. So, she just let it be.



    



    She thought it would take 20 minutes, but Yong-jae, being an efficient manager, arrived even earlier. After confirming Choi Hong-seo’s condition, he seemed to have a lot of questions, but he didn’t ask a single one. That was the part she was grateful for.



    



    Yong-jae helped lift Choi Hong-seo and helped her into the back seat. In times like this, his large build was a comforting presence.



    



    "Hyung, should we go to the hospital right now?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo shook her head.



    



    "Can we go home? I just want to sleep."



    



    She barely managed to say those words before pulling the blanket Yong-jae had given her up to her head. The car slowly started moving.



    



    She hadn’t asked to be seen or loved, but she understood why he had pushed Yoon Hye-an so hard. How could she not?



    



    It was because Choi Hong-seo was precious to him.



    



    Just like the memories with him were the only driving force for her to live this life now, perhaps it was the same for him... He couldn’t see the series of coincidences surrounding Yoon Hye-an as mere coincidences. If he had investigated Yoon Hye-an, it would only confirm his suspicions, making it seem even worse. There was never any good rumor about Yoon Hye-an, neither before nor after she woke up as him.



    



    So, Lee Hye-seong was not to blame.



    



    He wasn’t hating her; he was loving her deeply, very deeply. Even now, still.



    



    "I’m sorry for speaking like I resent you... You didn’t do anything wrong. I’m sorry."



    



    The hot tears spilled out from under the blanket, soaking her temples and mingling with her sweat-soaked hair.



    



    ■



    



    Lee Hye-seong stood motionless in the reception room where Yoon Hye-an had just left.



    



    He buried his hands deep in his pants pockets and looked down at the floor, lost in thought.



    



    Why was he crying here?



    



    Was it because of some personal problem, and he had come here to find a quiet place, and by "chance," ended up in this reception room...?



    



    That couldn’t be it.



    



    So many coincidences stacking up on top of each other—it couldn’t be called a coincidence anymore. He wasn’t willing to accept it as such.



    



    The problem was, where, how, and through whom had Yoon Hye-an obtained that private information?



    



    He had ordered an investigation into Choi Hong-seo’s past and Yoon Hye-an, but nothing particularly new or special was uncovered. The only thing confirmed was that Yoon Hye-an had lived a rather messy and immoral life.



    



    It wasn’t just about his private life. He had caused several problems with his colleagues and staff, and there were numerous incidents where his behavior had been disruptive. His attitude toward his work was quite poor, and it seemed the producers had a lot of trouble with him. There were also traces of him being caught for drunk driving but somehow getting off the hook through the intervention of someone higher up.



    



    "I will try to be more sincere in understanding the work and the character, now that I’ve joined late."



    



    Remembering Yoon Hye-an's greeting at the dinner gathering, Lee Hye-seong couldn’t help but shudder and let out a hollow laugh.



    



    Such a person talking about "sincerity"—it was absurd, to say the least.



    



    If one were to compare, Choi Hong-seo and Yoon Hye-an were the most distant people in the entertainment industry. Choi Hong-seo had fought tooth and nail, developing his talent with sincerity and perseverance, struggling to seize opportunities even in the most dire circumstances. On the other hand, Yoon Hye-an had opted for an easy path, focusing on finding sponsors rather than honing his abilities, quickly gaining popularity and using it for his own advantage.



    



    What chance would Yoon Hye-an have of imitating Choi Hong-seo?



    



    Lee Hye-seong slowly walked to the window.



    



    Through the tall windows, the darkened garden and the sparkling city lights of Seoul below seemed to shimmer like stars, oblivious to the dirty secrets lurking in the shadows.



    



    It was clear that there were limits to investigating from the outside. He needed to gather more detailed information through direct interviews.



    



    He took out his phone from his jacket and dialed a number.



    



    On a quiet weekend evening, after a few rings, a bright voice answered.



    



    [Hyung.]



    



    "Jin-ssi, I haven’t seen you in a while. How have you been?"



    



    [Since the project ended, I’ve been jobless. I’ve been doing fine. You’ve been busy with the movie, right?]



    



    "Being an investor, all I do is meddle in things and annoy people."



    



    [You’re not the type of investor, I know that.]



    



    Behind his laughter, Lee Hye-seong could hear someone ask, “Is it Hae-seong hyung?”



    



    "Han-i, is he with you?"



    



    [Yes, he just came back from running an errand to the convenience store.]



    



    The image of Han Seo Group's Lee Han, going on a convenience store errand for his lover, brought a silent smile to Lee Hye-seong's face.



    



    They were still such a beautiful couple. So... enviously beautiful.



    



    [There’s not much time left until the separation is finalized, so I bet you’re feeling quite overwhelmed with that, right?]



    



    “That’s something I’ve been preparing for gradually over a long time, so the only thing left now is just the signature.”



    



    Once the greetings were mostly out of the way, Lee Hye-seong moved on to the main topic.



    



    “Jin-ssi, today it's not about that...”



    



    [Yes.]



    



    “Hong-seo...”



    



    [......]



    



    As soon as he mentioned the name, an awkward silence hung between them for a moment. For both Lee Hye-seong and Jeong Ji-in, the name Choi Hong-seo was still not something that could be spoken about smoothly, without resistance.



    



    “Do you think there’s anyone other than you, Jin-ssi, who Hong-seo might have talked about me with?”



    



    [About the vice president?]



    



    “About our relationship, or the little memories we had together.”



    



    [......]



    



    “Like the movies we watched together, the places we went to...”



    



    [As you know, hyung, that guy isn’t the type to confide in anyone or rely on others. He didn’t even tell me that he was meeting you...]



    



    The response he expected came back, and Lee Hye-seong felt a tightening in his chest.



    



    “Still, just in case, if he did tell anyone, is there anyone who comes to mind?”



    



    There was a hint of impatience and desperation in his voice. It was rare for him to sound like that.



    



    [Well, other than me, it would probably be Hyun-su. At least, as far as I know.]



    



    Hyun-su. Song Hyun-su.



    



    Of course, Lee Hye-seong knew who that was. He had absorbed every bit of information that Director Kang had investigated about Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “I see, thank you.”



    



    [Is something going on?]



    



    “No, nothing like that. I was just wondering if I had missed something regarding Hong-seo’s situation. There’s no work issue. Since the movie is starting again, I’ve been thinking about that kid more... That’s all.”



    



    [Even if you’re busy, please make time soon. I’ll arrange a dinner with Han-i.]



    



    “Sure. It’s always nice to meet the two of you.”



    



    After finishing the call, Lee Hye-seong suddenly felt a deep fatigue. He walked away from the window and made his way to the sofa.



    



    He collapsed onto the long sofa where Yoon Hye-an had been sitting earlier. It was right next to the spot Yoon Hye-an had been.



    



    Sitting side by side on this sofa, Choi Hong-seo had said:



    



    “You’re so nice to me, how could I not like you?”



    



    He could have just said he liked him. But it was such an innocent, shy way of expressing it, like a child.



    



    Still, it was better that way. He never said anything insincere in front of me, always with a slightly serious expression, as if a bit nervous. If he knew how cute that was to me, he’d tease me. “I didn’t make any cute expressions,” he’d probably say in his stiff voice.



    



    Looking down at the spot where Choi Hong-seo had sat, Lee Hye-seong chuckled softly at the memory. He tilted his head back, resting it on the back of the sofa, and raised his arm to cover his eyes.
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    Jeong Ji-in, Lee Han, and Manager Kang—he knew well what those around him were worried about. If you chase the shadow of the deceased too much, you lose the vitality of the living. That’s why they say the living must live.



    



    But he still couldn't let go.



    



    He already knew that the effort to forget was more painful than clinging to the specter and suffering from longing.



    



    If time gradually wears it down, then that’s something he couldn’t avoid.



    



    But while his feelings still wanted that child, he just wanted to follow them faithfully.



    



    The child, who couldn’t ask for help from anyone, who suffered alone, lonely and miserable—if he tried to settle his feelings for that child, it felt like the child’s place in this world would completely disappear. Forgetting, trying to forget, felt like pushing that child away, urging them to go to the other world. He couldn’t do that, and he didn’t want to.



    



    As long as he could, he wanted to remember for as long as possible, and love for as far into the future as he could. If they had been together, it would have been the same. Even if that person was no longer by his side, nothing would change.



    



    That’s why he hadn’t cleaned out the room they used, nor had he detached himself from the movie. He wanted the warmth of Choi Hong-seo, who had once existed in this world, to remain for as long as possible.



    



    Lee Hye-seong ran his hands over his face, lifting his head from where it had been resting.



    



    Then he stared at the still-empty spot beside him.



    



    It hadn’t been something lost gradually.



    



    He had clearly touched, kissed, made eye contact, buried his nose in their scent, held them in his arms, yet in the next moment, without any warning, it was taken away. Like smoke, it had vanished.



    



    Perhaps because he had lost them in that way, without any preparation, without even an inkling of the loss, that was why his lingering attachment was so deep. Slowly crumbling away was different from suddenly vanishing—it was a completely different kind of shock.



    



    He still wanted to love more.



    



    Unrequited love was, after all, love done alone. Who says you can’t love someone who doesn’t exist in the world?



    



    So much love remained, love that he hadn’t been able to give, with nowhere to put it, and so he would love until it was exhausted.



    



    “Hmm…”



    



    With a sigh that seemed almost like a groan, Lee Hye-seong stood up. His figure, dragging his soul like it was scraping the floor, slowly crossed the parlor. His shadow stretched long on the marble floor.



    



    He turned one last time to look around the room. The mysterious, empty space illuminated by moonlight felt like a tomb, where the memories they had shared here were buried.



    



    He left the parlor, leaving the door ajar by about an inch.



    



    A few days later, after updating the latest information on Song Hyun-su, he headed to Daehak-ro.



    



    ■



    



    Late at night, even though it was the weekend, the bar located on the edge of Daehak-ro was quiet. It wasn’t exactly in the best location, and the bar itself wasn’t very trendy.



    



    Yet, the orange light filtering through the arched lattice windows seemed quite cozy.



    



    “Vice President, I think it’s time to go in.”



    



    A quiet voice from the driver's seat reminded him of the time.



    



    Watching the people’s smiling faces through the window, Lee Hye-seong drew on his cigarette filter before turning his head.



    



    The car's monitor showed 1:45 AM.



    



    He crushed the half-smoked cigarette in the ashtray. He had purposely waited for this time. In about 15 minutes, it would be Song Hyun-su’s quitting time.



    



    He got out of the back seat and walked directly toward the entrance. As expected, a small piece of paper was hanging on the door.



    



    The interior of the bar was much like he had imagined, except for two things: it was larger and more crowded than he had expected.



    



    “Welcome.”



    



    R&B musician Babyface’s music flowed lazily through the air, and instead of overhead lighting, each table had a small tea light candle illuminating the room. A perfect 90s vibe. After briefly taking in the interior, Lee Hye-seong began searching for Song Hyun-su. He easily found him making cocktails behind the bar counter.



    



    Lee Hye-seong took a seat at the end of the counter.



    



    As Song Hyun-su smiled his customer service smile toward him, his face shifted with a subtle change. The moment Lee Hye-seong saw that, he immediately knew.



    



    This wasn’t the face of someone who recognized ARA's Lee Hye-seong; it was the face of someone recognizing the lover of his close friend, who had turned away from the world.



    



    “This is your first time here, isn’t it?”



    



    But the expression lasted only a moment. As he placed the menu book on the counter, Song Hyun-su’s face quickly reverted to the same demeanor he used when greeting other customers.



    



    Lee Hye-seong pushed the worn, thin book back toward Song Hyun-su and said, “I’ll have what you recommend.”



    



    A good bartender was one who could read a customer's taste, mood, and condition through their clothing, behavior, expression, and tone of voice, and then create a cocktail that matched those cues.



    



    “I’ll prepare it for you,” Song Hyun-su responded with a relaxed smile, not hesitating to begin making the cocktail. In between, he chatted with the other customers at the counter.



    



    It was the first time Lee Hye-seong saw Song Hyun-su in person, though he had read about him in the reports.



    



    He was one of the few people Choi Hong-seo had grown close to and tried to hold onto.



    



    He had once thought poorly of Song Hyun-su and the members of 'Layered' for exploiting Hong-seo, accusing them of leeching off him—victims who had been exploited like Hong-seo, at the hands of Myung Do-hoon.



    



    For that reason, Lee Hye-seong didn’t feel any sentimental attachment toward Song Hyun-su.



    



    Still, there was something about him that felt strangely familiar.



    



    Feeling affection for someone just because they were close to a friend—this was a new experience for Lee Hye-seong, who had been trained to think objectively and rationally as part of ARA.



    



    Even though Choi Hong-seo was no longer here, he had still given Lee Hye-seong new emotions and experiences. How could he forget? It was as if Hong-seo was still alive.



    



    Lost in such thoughts, Lee Hye-seong bitterly chuckled to himself as the bartender placed a cocktail on the coaster.



    



    “This is the cocktail I recommend to you.”



    



    “......”



    



    Song Hyun-su didn’t bother to mention the name of the cocktail. He stood facing Lee Hye-seong, waiting for him to taste it, his gaze not leaving him.



    



    Lee Hye-seong took a small sip of the transparent light green cocktail and smiled without saying a word. It wasn’t a mocking or cynical smile, but one that seemed warm and relaxed, a smile that released the tension in his shoulders.



    



    “It’s a Gimlet,” he said.



    



    “Gin and lime juice, mixed 1:1. These days, a lot of places make their Gimlets a bit zestier, though,” the bartender explained.



    



    As described, it was a proper Gimlet with an alcohol content of 30%.



    



    As the strong alcohol slid down his throat, Lee Hye-seong glanced at Song Hyun-su standing before him.



    



    “I must look like someone pricked by a pin,” he remarked.



    



    “You don’t... seem like you’d be enjoying yourself,” Song Hyun-su replied.



    



    “Right. You’re right,” Lee Hye-seong nodded, rubbing his jaw in a wide motion.



    



    The word “Gimlet” referred to a type of screw-shaped tool with a T-shaped handle, known for its sharp, piercing taste. The Gimlet that Song Hyun-su served wasn’t sweetened with sugar, nor was it made zestier by increasing the lime juice ratio. True to its name, it felt like being pricked by a pin in the throat. It was a cocktail that suited Lee Hye-seong’s current state perfectly.



    



    Though he hadn’t seen Song Hyun-su’s performance before, it was clear that he had the potential to become a great bartender.



    



    “I think you know who I am already. Can you spare some time after you finish work today?” Lee Hye-seong asked.



    



    As expected, Song Hyun-su wasn’t flustered.



    



    “I’ll be off in about 10 minutes. There’s a quiet bar nearby; please wait there. I can’t really talk here since this is where I work...”



    



    After finishing the Gimlet, Lee Hye-seong left the bar first.



    



    The bar Song Hyun-su had directed him to was located in a more secluded area. It was a record bar, where an older man ran the bar alone, his shelves lined with records behind the counter.



    



    There were only two customers, and the owner seemed uninterested in making money, fully absorbed in a conversation about life with the regulars, who looked like old friends.



    



    Lee Hye-seong sat at the farthest table and ordered a glass of whiskey.



    



    About five minutes later, Song Hyun-su arrived.



    



    He took off his large crossbody bag and placed it on the seat beside him. He ordered the same drink as Lee Hye-seong. The bartender, who seemed to recognize them, set down Song Hyun-su’s glass and gave his shoulder a friendly squeeze.



    



    “You don’t seem that surprised,” the bartender commented.



    



    “You mean, Lee Hye-seong from ARA came by?” Song Hyun-su responded.



    



    “Ah, should I call you Mr. Lee Hye-seong?” He added, tilting his head in confusion as he muttered to himself.



    



    “I guess you’ve heard a bit about me from Hong-seo?”



    



    Lee Hye-seong had heard it from Jeong Ji-in. Song Hyun-su seemed to know at least a little about the relationship between Lee Hye-seong and Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “Yes,” Lee Hye-seong replied.



    



    “How much do you know exactly?”



    



    “......”



    



    It was a look as if asking, "Why are you asking about that?" Lee Hye-seong silently urged him to continue with his response.



    



    "I might have been able to open up to him more than others because our situations were similar, but neither Hong-seo nor I are the type to talk about personal stuff to others," Song Hyun-su said, swirling his glass with ice to dilute the whiskey, furrowing his brow as he tried to recall the details.



    



    "He'd always be smiling in front of the camera, but he never smiled in real life. So, when I saw him grinning around, I kept bothering him to ask about it. At first, he tried to play it cool, but after a few days of pestering, he finally confessed."



    



    "..."



    



    "He admitted he was in a relationship."



    



    Lee Hye-seong, who had been quietly listening without a hint of movement, suddenly looked unsettled. His gaze darted around the room, his lips twitching as if he were about to say something, and he scratched his lips several times. Then, he drank the strong liquor in his glass.



    



    *Hoo...*



    



    As he put his glass down, Lee Hye-seong exhaled deeply.



    



    Hearing what Hong-seo had said about him and their relationship from a third party made it harder to bear.



    



    "When he found out it was ARA Electronics' Lee Hye-seong... honestly, I didn’t think of it as a relationship."



    



    "..."



    



    "They're just a chaebol and some celebrity. Either way, people would just assume it's a sponsorship, no matter what the truth is. I don’t care if it’s sponsorship or a relationship, as long as the person treats Hong-seo well and cares for him, even if it’s a chaebol. Actually..."



    



    Song Hyun-su shook his head firmly and looked directly at Lee Hye-seong. Under the dim lights of the bar, his soft gaze looked slightly moist.



    



    "I think it actually worked out better that the person who took care of Hong-seo was a chaebol. While he was under their shadow, even for a short time, maybe Hong-seo could have been at ease."



    



    As he spoke, Song Hyun-su’s gaze dropped lower, and his voice gradually softened. After sipping his whiskey, still not fully melted by the ice, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and added in a casual tone.



    



    "I'm a lot more calculating than that guy."
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    “I’m a lot more calculating than that guy.”



    



    Song Hyun-su seemed to view himself as someone savvy and quick-witted when it came to worldly matters. However, to Lee Hye-seong, he didn’t appear that way at all.



    



    Having been exposed to many people and their most greedy desires, one inevitably becomes adept at discerning the true nature of others, even if they don’t want to.



    



    The man in front of him wasn’t the type who would calculate to fulfill his desires, or deceive others without guilt. Instead, he was someone who exposed his weaknesses, a vulnerable person who was easy to manipulate. He was someone who, despite being starved for affection, thought he was protecting himself by putting up small defenses.



    



    Yes, those types of people only targeted kids like him on purpose.



    



    Taking another sip of whiskey, Lee Hye-seong, suppressing his emotions, calmly asked, “Have you heard any more details?”



    



    “More details?” Song Hyun-su asked, confused.



    



    “Like, about the dates we had...”



    



    Song Hyun-su immediately furrowed his brow.



    



    “Why would I talk about that? It’s so cheesy.”



    



    This time, Lee Hye-seong frowned.



    



    “You’ve never mentioned it?”



    



    “...”



    



    “About what movies we watched, where we first met, where we went... how we started dating... have you really never heard any of those stories?”



    



    His calm demeanor started to waver violently. He had been sure that Song Hyun-su was the source of all the information. He came here today just to confirm that for himself.



    



    Even if Song Hyun-su hadn’t directly told Yoon Hye-an, at least some of it should have leaked out from this place and reached Yoon Hye-an. That would make sense. But now, Song Hyun-su was saying he had never mentioned it?



    



    Until that moment, Song Hyun-su had been speaking without hesitation, but now he flinched, shrinking back as he glanced around.



    



    “...No.”



    



    “...”



    



    “...He just said you were someone who treated him really well, someone who treated him like a treasure. That’s all he said. So... there’s nothing to worry about.”



    



    After saying this, Song Hyun-su clenched his glass with both hands and fell silent for a while. It seemed like he was holding back tears. Watching his trembling cheek under his lowered eyelids, Lee Hye-seong knew that he wasn’t lying.



    



    Although he couldn’t be called particularly righteous, he was someone who would do reckless things for people he cared about. He wouldn’t lie about something that involved the name of the departed Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Jung Ji-in, Song Hyun-su.



    



    Who else could Choi Hong-seo have confided in, aside from them?



    



    It felt like there must be some kind of detailed journal or records somewhere that Choi Hong-seo had left behind, which Yoon Hye-an must have gotten a hold of. But even that seemed almost impossible.



    



    After the accident, it was Lee Hye-seong, not Choi Hong-seo’s family or agency, who acted the fastest. In the chaos caused by the arrest of CEO Myung Do-hoon, who had thrown UB Entertainment into disarray, even Choi Hong-seo’s family entrusted Lee Hye-seong of ARA with handling the aftermath of the incident and the rights to his belongings. It was done so simply.



    



    Thanks to that, all of Choi Hong-seo's possessions left behind in Bangkok and Seoul were verified by Lee Hye-seong. He made sure not a single scrap of paper was thrown away, thinking it might help the investigation. Even after the trial concluded, he kept everything Choi Hong-seo had left, living buried beneath it all.



    



    Yet, there was no diary or anything like it to be found.



    



    Of course, it was possible that someone else had obtained it before it came into Lee Hye-seong’s hands.



    



    However, Choi Hong-seo was not the type to systematically record his thoughts or feelings in writing. The only records he left behind were small notes for songwriting.



    



    What had seemed like a matter that could be easily proven and resolved was becoming complicated.



    



    Feeling like he was grasping at straws, Lee Hye-seong brought up the name.



    



    “Do you know Yoon Hye-an?”



    



    Song Hyun-su slowly lifted his head. Then, he nodded slowly. Seeing the somewhat dazed expression as if wondering why the name was being brought up, Lee Hye-seong felt frustrated, thinking that this question might not yield any results.



    



    However, Song Hyun-su’s next words were completely unexpected.



    



    “Of course, I know. The role Hong-seo had in *Cream Mansion*, Yoon Hye-an was recently cast for it.”



    



    “...”



    



    “A few days ago, she also came to our bar.”



    



    Lee Hye-seong’s eyebrows twitched slightly.



    



    “Yoon Hye-an came to that bar?”



    



    “She said she stopped by while passing by... You might not know, but her public image was a bit... well, a bit extravagant for a celebrity. She doesn’t seem like the type to visit a place like ours, so it was surprising.”



    



    Song Hyun-su seemed to think little of the incident. Shrugging his shoulders, he spoke casually, his nose reddening as he smiled with a chuckle.



    



    “When I saw her in person, she did resemble Hong-seo, though. Maybe that’s why... she didn’t seem like the trash people say she is.”



    



    As expected, Song Hyun-su was an easygoing person.



    



    He was quick to form opinions about others, changing his view just because someone resembled his friend.



    



    “You don’t have a good eye, Hyun-su.”



    



    “...”



    



    “You don’t see any resemblance, do you?”



    



    This time, Song Hyun-su grinned at Lee Hye-seong, as if teasing him.



    



    “Sounds like you’re upset that someone said she resembled Hong-seo.”



    



    Lee Hye-seong was slightly taken aback by the way Song Hyun-su was treating him. However, he didn’t mind. He couldn’t be upset with this clumsy young man, who would probably do anything for his late friend Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Well, well.



    



    It wasn’t that he was easy to like just because he resembled a friend.



    



    “By the way, why are you suddenly asking about Yoon Hye-an?”



    



    “Didn’t you ask Hyun-su anything about Hong-seo?”



    



    “Hmm... no. Why would I ask about someone I don’t know?”



    



    “...”



    



    “Actually, I was the one who started the conversation. I told her to take good care of the role, since it was something Hong-seo was supposed to do. I told her I was Hong-seo’s friend.”



    



    “Is that all?”



    



    Song Hyun-su nodded.



    



    It was surprising that Song Hyun-su was not the source of the information, and that Yoon Hye-an hadn’t asked him any questions about Choi Hong-seo even after seeking him out. However, it was clear that Yoon Hye-an knew an unusually large amount of information about Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Yoon Hye-an probably didn’t know that he was Choi Hong-seo’s friend. Although Song Hyun-su seemed to believe Yoon Hye-an’s claim of having just passed by the bar, Lee Hye-seong’s thoughts were different.



    



    What Yoon Hye-an claimed to be a coincidence was far from it.



    



    Moreover, the fact that Yoon Hye-an had gone as far as seeking out Song Hyun-su suggested that she was likely to take more active steps moving forward.



    



    Lee Hye-seong took a business card out of his case and handed it to Song Hyun-su.



    



    “If someone tries to dig into Hong-seo’s past, have them contact me right away. My secretary will get in touch with them.”



    



    “Why... why? Is something going on? Is someone trying to harm Hong-seo?”



    



    Song Hyun-su’s eyes widened as he took the card. Lee Hye-seong looked him straight in the eye and spoke with deliberate certainty.



    



    “That will never happen. I promise.”



    



    Song Hyun-su quickly seemed reassured by Lee Hye-seong’s promise.



    



    People like Lee Hye-seong of ARA could do anything, and Song Hyun-su likely thought the same way as Choi Hong-seo did.



    



    While it may not be true that there was nothing he couldn’t do, Lee Hye-seong would never allow anything that would tarnish Hong-seo’s name again.



    



    After finishing his drink, Song Hyun-su stood up and prepared to leave. Lee Hye-seong paid the bill and exited the bar first.



    



    As he stepped out of the two-story old building, he lit a cigarette. He inhaled deeply, filling his lungs with the chilly autumn air, mixed with the smoke.



    



    The narrow alley where cars couldn’t enter had the sedan waiting at its entrance. As soon as Lee Hye-seong appeared, one of his bodyguards stepped out of the driver’s seat.



    



    “Wait a second!”



    



    As Lee Hye-seong walked toward the car, he was called out by a frantic voice.



    



    Still holding the cigarette between his fingers, Lee Hye-seong knelt down and waited for Song Hyun-su, who was panting as he caught up.



    



    Swallowing hard, Song Hyun-su stood up straight and looked Lee Hye-seong directly in the eye. His gaze was sharp, almost challenging.



    



    “You asked me a lot of questions, so answer just one of mine.”



    



    “You want to make a deal with me?”



    



    It seemed that Song Hyun-su wasn’t intimidated by even someone like Lee Hye-seong of ARA. But it wasn’t just courage; it was innocence and naïveté. Like a child, it didn’t matter to him if his opponent was a billionaire, a politician, a king, or a celebrity.



    



    Lee Hye-seong smiled, but Song Hyun-su’s face was serious, even grim. His expression looked like a child who was focused on just one thing in his mind.



    



    “Iseo Kyung.”



    



    “...”



    



    “Did you kill him?... You killed him, didn’t you?”



    



    That was a completely unexpected question. Lee Hye-seong casually flicked the cigarette, letting the ash fall as he asked, unbothered.



    



    “...Why are you asking that?”



    



    “Please kill Myung Do-hoon too!”



    



    “...”



    



    This time, the smile vanished from Lee Hye-seong’s face.



    



    Song Hyun-su spoke without a single hesitation, not even a stutter. His words were as sharp and firm as a blade, shouting for someone to be killed.



    



    There was no hesitation in his gaze as he looked up at Lee Hye-seong. His request seemed more righteous than asking for someone’s life to be spared.



    



    “To Hong-seo, Myung Do-hoon is worse than Lee Seo-kyung! At least I didn’t get hurt that badly because I wasn’t worth as much... but, ugh... Ho... Hong-seo... sniff... Hong-seo was worth something...”



    



    As he spoke, his lips trembled, and eventually, he broke into tears.



    



    “Please kill Myung Do-hoon too! Then Hong-seo can rest in peace! You said you loved Hong-seo! Then kill that bastard! Kill him!”



    



    Now, he was screaming at Lee Hye-seong, as though he were angry with him. Once his emotions broke through, it seemed he couldn’t stop them.



    



    Lee Hye-seong sent Song Hyun-su home in his sedan. He handed him over to his bodyguard to ensure he was safely taken to his house.



    



    Although he told his bodyguard he would take a taxi home, Lee Hye-seong instead drove into a more secluded alley and spent a long time driving through the dimly lit Naksan Park.



    



    He knew that Myung Do-hoon was a worse bastard than Lee Seo-kyung. At least he wasn’t unaware of the fact that both were equally despicable. After all, he had gathered more information and truth regarding the "X-gun scandal" than the prosecutors or the court ever had.



    



    “You said you loved Hong-seo! Then kill that bastard!”



    



    Although Song Hyun-su had pleaded so desperately, Lee Hye-seong would not kill Myung Do-hoon just because of his request.



    



    Nevertheless, the sight of Song Hyun-su, drenched in tears, shouting like that left a strong impression on Lee Hye-seong’s heart.



    



    Yoon Hye-an claimed that her actions were without purpose, but if that were truly the case, she wouldn’t have imitated Choi Hong-seo, even if she had known the information.



    



    She wouldn’t have gone so far as to seek out Song Hyun-su.



    



    Though Lee Hye-seong still hadn’t figured out where the information had come from, he wasn’t planning on just sitting back and waiting either.



    



    After staring silently at the night view of eastern Seoul for a long while, Lee Hye-seong suddenly turned around, as though he had made up his mind.



    



    As he blended into the dazzling lights, the darkness of the night seemed to cling to his back.
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    **Part 4**



    



    "You're telling me you left the Nonhyeon-dong officetel and came here?"



    



    As soon as Choi Hong-seo entered the front door of the officetel, Park Dong-ha's first words were full of surprise.



    



    He seemed so shocked that he didn’t even think about taking off his shoes, instead glancing around the interior of the house.



    



    "I heard you moved to Yongsan, so I naturally thought..."



    



    "You thought it would be a fancy, expensive place with a Han River view, right?"



    



    Yong-jae casually slapped Park Dong-ha’s shoulder and smiled. Park Dong-ha responded by staring at him blankly, not saying anything.



    



    "I told you, didn't I? Hye-an hyung has completely changed."



    



    "But... he signed a new contract as the lead in a movie... I thought he'd definitely have moved to a better place."



    



    Muttering as if he still couldn’t believe it, Park Dong-ha took off his shoes.



    



    "They say he paid off the company’s advance with his movie contract money, didn’t he? He’s not just changed, he’s been reborn!"



    



    Yong-jae proudly said, placing a bag of canned beer on the counter. His face looked like a parent admiring their child who had turned their life around after abandoning their wild past.



    



    While still looking around the small house, Park Dong-ha kept glancing at everything.



    



    "Yoon Hye-an lives here? No way... Did he rent more rooms in this officetel? This one is the closet, this one’s the bedroom, and that one’s the living room... Am I right, hyung?"



    



    As Choi Hong-seo was putting the beers they had bought into the fridge, he turned to look at Park Dong-ha. He smiled at the certainty in his youthful face.



    



    "What happened to all those luxury goods? Did you... sell them on Carrot Market?"



    



    "Hyung, do you use Carrot Market? That’s too risky, you shouldn’t do that! If you’re going to do it, just let me handle it for you!"



    



    Yong-jae jumped up at the mention of "Carrot." Choi Hong-seo, while bringing the chicken that had been ordered at the right time to the coffee table, tried to reassure him.



    



    "It’s not like they knew I was Yoon Hye-an when I was there... everyone was just polite and nice."



    



    Yong-jae was still frustrated, saying there was no guarantee it would be fine in the future. After promising to ask for his help or to accompany him if another deal came up, the Carrot issue finally settled down.



    



    "This place is just what it looks like... there's not much to show you around. Just sit down."



    



    Choi Hong-seo, or rather Yoon Hye-an, gestured for them to sit at the coffee table. The sofa and the folding dining table attached to the counter were both for two, so there was no choice but to sit on the floor.



    



    Even though Yong-jae offered to help, Choi Hong-seo refused, moving around in the small kitchen to prepare things for their guests. Park Dong-ha shook his head slowly, staring at him.



    



    "I really don’t know what I’m seeing right now."



    



    Then, he quickly chugged down the can of beer that had been offered to him.



    



    "What are you seeing? You’re seeing Hye-an hyung living a new life."



    



    Yong-jae gave a simple answer while biting into a large piece of warm chicken he had ordered.



    



    "Doesn’t it seem weird to you? How is he adapting so quickly? I feel like he’s possessed by a ghost or something."



    



    "If he’s improved instead of gotten worse, that’s good enough. What’s there to adapt to?"



    



    "Yeah, I guess. It’s probably the best thing for him, especially since he’s been through the most with you, hyung."



    



    "Don't say that," Yong-jae signaled to Park Dong-ha with his expression, and Park Dong-ha silently defied him, asking what he had done wrong. It was a small house that couldn’t be hidden, so Choi Hong-seo was watching everything.



    



    "Sorry, it's all takeout food."



    



    "You can’t cook anyway."



    



    Park Dong-ha said this casually while glancing at Choi Hong-seo, then added,



    



    "You can't cook, just like before."



    



    "Of course, that's the obvious truth. How could I suddenly become good at cooking?"



    



    Yong-jae said with a cheerful laugh, and Park Dong-ha responded gruffly.



    



    "Well, you suddenly became good at acting."



    



    Yong-jae’s hand, which had been tearing into the chicken, froze for a moment. After a brief pause, he looked around with a thoughtful expression before confidently lifting his chin to explain.



    



    "That’s because hyung had talent all along, but he was just lazy about practicing before. After taking lessons and putting in effort, his hidden talent came out! Hyung worked so hard."



    



    "So, you're admitting that Hye-an hyung was lazy with practice back then?"



    



    "Well, yeah, he was, but... what's important is now, isn't it?"



    



    "We should eat before the food gets cold. Let’s talk while eating."



    



    Seeing that their banter wasn’t going to end anytime soon, Choi Hong-seo intervened.



    



    "Yeah, we gathered here to celebrate hyung’s fresh start. Stop digging up the past. Now, cheers!"



    



    Under Yong-jae’s enthusiastic leadership, the drinking began in earnest.



    



    It was a small gathering set up reluctantly due to Park Dong-ha’s insistence on visiting the new house. Since he seemed to be one of the few people Yoon Hye-an was close to in his life, Choi Hong-seo wanted to keep some distance, but couldn’t treat him too harshly because of their shared past with Yoon Hye-an.



    



    "Hyung, where did Tiffany go? I haven’t seen her in a while, I’d like to see her face."



    



    Noticing that the cat hadn’t appeared as expected, Yong-jae looked around the cat tower and crouched down to check under the bed.



    



    "She probably hid under the bed. She'll come out after a while. If you try to force her out, it might stress her out..."



    



    "Wow, after studying so hard, you’ve become a cat expert, huh? When you first brought Tiffany, you gave her milk meant for humans, and I was shocked."



    



    Yong-jae looked at Choi Hong-seo proudly again, or rather, with a look of near admiration this time.



    



    "Back then, you brought a cat without even basic preparations."



    



    "Hey, Park Dong-ha! Why do you always bring up the past and make the atmosphere awkward? If you’re going to do that, just leave! Stop eating!"



    



    Yong-jae angrily grabbed the lamb skewers from Park Dong-ha’s hand, which he had ordered specifically because Park Dong-ha liked them.



    



    "I'm not saying anything bad about Hye-an hyung, it’s just that that’s the Yoon Hye-an I knew! It’s weird, don’t you think? I need time to adjust too!"



    



    Watching the argument between the two start again, Choi Hong-seo took the lamb skewers from Yong-jae’s hand and handed them back to Park Dong-ha.



    



    "Park Dong-ha is right. Yong-jae, I really appreciate that you’re seeing me as I am now, but I still can’t fully adjust to myself either."



    



    Park Dong-ha, having received the lamb skewers, stuck out his tongue at Yong-jae, who was sitting opposite him.



    



    "See? I told you. I’m the normal one, and you’re the one who’s not normal, Yong-jae. Right now, we're arguing, and Hye-an hyung is the one stepping in to mediate. Did you ever imagine this situation?"



    



    "Don’t think of Hye-an hyung as someone who changed. Just think of him as a different person from now on. That’s it."



    



    At that moment, Yong-jae’s voice and expression became unusually serious, and even Park Dong-ha fell silent, staring at him.



    



    "Hye-an hyung doesn’t even remember his old self. Just think of him as a different person, with the same name and face. The confusion comes from trying to match him with the old Yoon Hye-an you knew."



    



    Choi Hong-seo had only ever seen Yong-jae with his typical friendly smile, so this was the first time he’d seen him like this. A brief awkward silence passed, and then suddenly, a buzzing sound came from somewhere. It was the vibration of Choi Hong-seo’s phone on the counter.



    



    "I’m eating, but I’ll take this call."



    



    The caller was Director Kang Woo-hyun.



    



    "Yes, Director, it’s Yoon Hye-an."



    



    At the mention of "Director," both Yong-jae and Park Dong-ha stopped eating and looked over, both wearing curious expressions.



    



    [Oh, Hye-an, you must be surprised that the director is calling suddenly, right?]



    



    Director Kang Woo-hyun’s cheerful voice, laced with laughter, reassured him for the moment.



    



    "No, it's fine. If you ever need to discuss something, feel free to call."



    



    [Well, the thing is, Vice President Lee Hae-sung wants to invite a few of the actors to his house.]



    



    Hearing Lee Hae-sung’s name in such an unexpected moment hit him like bumping into a thug at a corner. His heart raced, and his mouth went dry in an instant. It felt like every pore on his body was shrinking. Choi Hong-seo licked his dry lips, swallowed with difficulty, and tried to calm himself.



    



    [It seemed like something I should tell you personally. Are you free this Saturday?]



    



    "A few actors, you mean..."



    



    [Ah, well... I guess they can't invite everyone from the cast. It seems like they’ve selected a few main actors. Even though he’s one of the investors for our film, it’s not an easy thing for someone in that position to invite people to his home. He’s more down-to-earth than the rich people you see in dramas, so don’t worry about it. Honestly, ARA Lee Hae-sung’s house... people like us would be curious, right?]



    



    Director Kang laughed heartily, but Choi Hong-seo wasn’t curious about that part. He turned around slowly, away from Yong-jae and Park Dong-ha, and gripped the edge of the counter tightly.



    



    "Am I... invited too?"



    



    [Yeah, you’re included. About five or six of you, including you. Why? You can’t make it on Saturday? It’s a rare opportunity.]



    



    "No, it’s not that, but... are you sure I’m invited?"



    



    [Yes, I’m sure. In fact, I think Hye-an is hoping you’ll come.]



    



    That couldn’t be...



    



    [This vice president has been a bit tough on Hye-an since the auditions, right? Now that he knows Hye-an is diligent, it could be a gesture of reconciliation from him.]



    



    Could that really be it?



    



    Director Kang’s voice continued as Choi Hong-seo thought back to the tear stains and cold sweat on ‘Yoon Hye-an’ just days ago, without any change in the vice president’s demeanor at the time. There was no way his feelings would have changed so quickly.



    



    [Why? Are you scared of this vice president? Should I tell him you can’t come? I’ll let him down gently.]



    



    Listening to Director Kang, Choi Hong-seo slowly shook his head. Behind him, Yong-jae and Park Dong-ha were arguing over the last chicken leg.



    



    "No... I’ll go. I’ll definitely go."



    



    There was no way he could refuse the invitation, fearing he might hurt the other person’s feelings. Even if he knew he was walking straight into a trap, there was no way to avoid walking into it.



    



    Perhaps the vice president himself was certain that ‘Yoon Hye-an’ would definitely come, and that thought lingered in the back of his mind.
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    After finishing his second shower of the day, Lee Hae-sung left the bathroom, dripping wet and completely naked.



    



    He had a long-standing habit of drying himself off on the rug at the bathroom entrance to avoid the moisture he disliked.



    



    He didn’t mind the moisture itself, but he lived in an environment where he didn’t need to manage it. His ex-wife had once remarked on this. It wasn’t said in criticism—she too had grown up in an environment where she didn’t need to take action to avoid things she disliked.



    



    That might actually be true.



    



    Even with proper ventilation, moisture builds up during a shower. He disliked that clamminess, so he quickly left the bathroom. Even if he walked around the powder room dripping wet, it would soon be tidied up as if by magic.



    



    Interestingly, he had never shared a bathroom with his wife. Both Lee Hae-sung and his wife found the idea of sharing a bathroom repulsive. Like most people who grew up using their own bathroom from a young age, to them, the bathroom was even more private than the bedroom—it was their own solitary space. Even the couple’s bedroom had become more of an extension of their business relationship, a contract-based space.



    



    But he had spent time in the bathroom with Choi Hong-seo.



    



    After their first sex, they had soaked in the bathtub together, exchanging meaningless jokes and playful remarks while their bodies were still in contact. That time, as sweet and intoxicating as the sex itself, lingered in his memory.



    



    The bathroom was a place filled with those vivid memories.



    



    Lee Hae-sung threw the towel he had used to dry his hair into the basket and hastily dried his body with a new towel. Finally, he discreetly wiped between his legs, grabbed a third towel, and wrapped it around his lower body as he stepped out barefoot onto the rug.



    



    It had been a long time since he stayed at the Seocho-dong house.



    



    He hadn’t visited his house in Bundang in even longer. Though the house, carefully built to offer him rest amid nature, was his sanctuary, it was also the one place where he didn’t have memories with Choi Hong-seo, so naturally, he rarely went there.



    



    The Hanam-dong mansion, on the other hand, held significant meaning as it was where Choi Hong-seo had lived until the end, and it had more memories with her.



    



    It was impossible to compare which one was more precious. He had chosen to live like a gatekeeper in the room where Choi Hong-seo had once been. All the memories in that house were shared with her, while in the Hanam-dong mansion, Choi Hong-seo had been alone. He felt like he had to protect that place...



    



    Perhaps the Hanam-dong mansion was, in a way, Lee Hae-sung’s true tomb for Choi Hong-seo.



    



    He had no intention of inviting the actors from the cast of *Cream Mansion* to such a place. It was a space far more private and almost sacred than any bathroom.



    



    After completing his simple skincare routine, according to the stylist's usual routine, Lee Hae-sung gently rubbed his jaw and walked toward the dressing room.



    



    He had hired a professional stylist to manage his overall image, including his appearance and wardrobe, just like entrepreneurs and business leaders who take their image seriously.



    



    It was very different from the previous generation, where people questioned the importance of grooming for business. Almost none of the third-generation business owners in Lee Hae-sung’s circle didn’t have a stylist.



    



    Perhaps that was why his much younger lover had never rejected him.



    



    As Lee Hae-sung smiled faintly, thinking about this, his pace suddenly slowed.



    



    At moments like this, he sometimes forgot the death of that child. In one instant, he would recall a word or action that the child had said, laughing with pure joy, only to then remember their absence in the next moment, his face freezing into cold, hard stone. This was one of those moments.



    



    As he stopped, a display cabinet filled with perfumes caught his eye. Beautiful glass bottles of various shapes were neatly arranged. Slowly, he walked over to them.



    



    He didn’t wear perfume when he was working. It was advice from his mother.



    



    The perception of fragrance was highly subjective. What was a pleasant scent to him could be an awful smell to someone else. So, his mother had advised him to avoid anything that might leave an unpleasant impression on others outside of work.



    



    However, in his private life, he occasionally used perfume to refresh his mood.



    



    He didn’t spray it often, but there were about a hundred perfumes displayed in the cabinet. Compared to the people around him, this could hardly be called a "collection." In a world where everything is abundant, the standards of abundance are bound to be different.



    



    Lee Hae-seong took one bottle and picked it up.



    



    It was a perfume he used to wear sometimes when he met that kid.



    



    “What perfume is this?”



    



    “Why? Are you secretly trying to buy the same one?”



    



    “If I buy it... is that okay?”



    



    “Of course it’s fine. I’ll give you a bottle tomorrow. It’s an order made by a perfumer in Paris, so it’s not available in stores.”



    



    “It’s that rare? Can you really give it to me?”



    



    “There’s nothing more precious than you.”



    



    As he sprayed the perfume into the air and inhaled the scent, the conversation from that day vividly came back to him. Even the sight of that kid's red ear was so clear that it felt as if he could bite it at any moment.



    



    It was the monumental day they first had sex, relaxed in the bath together, fell asleep in the same bed, and started the day together.



    



    On that day, Lee Hae-seong had canceled all his appointments and spent the entire day with Choi Hong-seo. He was so deeply in love with his partner that he suddenly canceled all his schedule to match the partner’s day off. Although there weren’t any particularly important meetings, it was an unprecedented event for him. Manager Kang had to confirm it twice when he was asked to adjust the schedule.



    



    Though he woke up earlier than Choi Hong-seo, he didn’t rush him. He quietly held him until he naturally opened his eyes, fully aware of how much he had teased him the night before.



    



    The kid, who always looked tense and made things difficult for him, was slowly showing different sides of himself—sometimes approaching him, teasing him, and indirectly expressing affection. He was so happy about this change that he couldn’t hold himself together.



    



    That kid, after a passionate night together, was now sleeping in his arms. He had felt it, had wanted it so actively the night before, and Lee Hae-seong kept replaying those memories, gently caressing the kid's bare shoulder, kissing his forehead and hair repeatedly.



    



    The kid, who was tightly cuddling him, would breathe against his bare chest, sending ticklish breaths. Though it was probably a subconscious act in his sleep, the kid's arm was draped over his lower abdomen.



    



    The kid’s face, relaxed and sleeping peacefully by his side, never grew tiresome to look at.



    



    That morning, Lee Hae-seong imagined a life where every day began like that.



    



    He had planned to gradually make it happen so that his younger lover wouldn't be startled or scared, but the idea of spending every day ending and starting together was an exciting thought.



    



    From the bed that morning to the bathroom, from the bathroom to the powder room and dressing room, and finally starting the real day—Lee Hae-seong couldn't pull away from Choi Hong-seo’s body. Even the kisses they shared that late morning must have added up to hundreds.



    



    After a long shower together, with some gentle caressing, they were in front of this display cabinet. He had hugged the kid from behind and gave him the perfume as a gift.



    



    “Is this the perfume? The one you sprayed when we walked together on Namsan?”



    



    “Do you want to try it?”



    



    He opened the package and handed the new bottle to Choi Hong-seo. He then sprayed a little on the kid’s wrists, just as people usually do, rubbing the wrists together and finally rubbing them under the ears.



    



    “If you rub it like that, the scent particles get crushed and the fragrance fades or changes quickly. It lasts longer if you leave it as is or just tap it lightly.”



    



    “Oh? I didn’t know that.”



    



    “Also, the outer wrist holds the scent longer than the inner wrist because there’s less contact there.”



    



    He grabbed the kid’s wrist, now wearing a bathrobe, and sprayed the perfume lightly on the outer side of his wrist.



    



    “It really smells like you.”



    



    He was happy as he inhaled the scent, his wrist brought close to his nose, smiling shyly.



    



    It seemed like he could never get enough of looking at that face, and he felt like he could do anything for that kid.



    



    It wasn’t his first time in a relationship. He wasn’t at an age where he would naively look at the meaning of love, and that wasn’t his personality either.



    



    Yet, for some reason, his feelings for that kid were so passionate. He wanted to do everything for them, and everything felt precious. Despite trying to explain it away with terms like ‘out focusing’ and other excuses, there were aspects of his feelings that couldn’t be explained at all.



    



    Someone had stolen that precious memory, and on top of that, they were trying to use it.



    



    Who wouldn’t feel furious?



    



    Lee Hae-seong, with an expressionless face, sprayed the perfume at several points on his body. He couldn’t help but wonder—would Yoon Hye-an react to this perfume as well?



    



    He removed the towel wrapped around his lower body and moved into the dressing room, beginning to get dressed.



    



    Many people thought that a conglomerate heir like him would live as an object of admiration, but in reality, he was usually the object of desire.



    



    In Lee Hae-seong’s life, there were only people who tried to use him to get something—whether it was money, promotion, or status.



    



    The countless sexual temptations from both men and women weren’t even worth mentioning. They saw him as ‘the opportunity of a lifetime.’ So, they would do anything, throwing away their pride and dignity without hesitation.



    



    Some approached him strategically, while others clung to him recklessly. They’d appeal to their purity or their sexiness, and some would strip and throw themselves at him.



    



    To Lee Hae-seong, however, those things were neither stimulating nor attractive. No, they couldn’t even be called temptations. It was nothing more than the act of devaluing themselves, throwing away their worth by equating it to money.



    



    People projected their desires onto ARA’s Lee Hae-seong.



    



    It was easy to guess what kind of desires Yoon Hye-an was projecting onto Lee Hae-seong. What people usually wanted through Lee Hae-seong was almost always the same.



    



    This wasn’t something special for Lee Hae-seong. Whether some kid was eagerly trying to get his attention or not, he would have responded indifferently.



    



    If only Choi Hong-seo hadn’t been dragged into the web of temptation.



    



    To try to win his favor by evoking memories of a deceased lover. It was a new method he’d never encountered before. A cold sneer appeared on Lee Hae-seong’s face as he fastened the last button of his shirt in front of the mirror. He could only hope that Yoon Hye-an was prepared for the consequences.



    



    By the time he had finished buttoning up, the sound of Manager Kang’s voice came from the hallway. It was time to wrap up the preparations.



    



    “Vice President.”



    



    “Oh, it’s already this late.”



    



    “They should all arrive in about ten minutes. As you requested, I’ve adjusted the timing so that Yoon Hye-an will arrive a little later.”



    



    “Alright, thank you.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, now fully dressed, patted Manager Kang’s shoulder as he left the dressing room.
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    The actors who arrived first were guided to the rooftop garden. On the cool autumn evening, they were planning to enjoy a barbecue while watching a rare movie recommended by Director Kang Woo-hyun on an outdoor screen.



    



    Yoon Hye-an arrived at the underground parking lot about five minutes before the scheduled time.



    



    After guiding the guests, Lee Hae-seong, who had already come down from the rooftop to wait, saw Yoon Hye-an on the intercom screen and opened the door for him.



    



    When Manager Kang, who had gone to greet Yoon Hye-an at the elevator, returned with him to the reception room, Lee Hae-seong, who had been sitting on the sofa, put down his tea and stood up.



    



    “Thank you for coming. I was worried you might decline.”



    



    “Thank you for inviting me. This is... nothing much, but I feel bad coming empty-handed...”



    



    Nervously, Yoon Hye-an handed him a small bouquet. For a moment, Lee Hae-seong looked down at the modest bouquet inside a square paper bag before accepting it and handing it to Manager Kang.



    



    “You didn’t have to worry about something like this. I’ll take it. Please, have a seat here for a moment.”



    



    As Lee Hae-seong pointed to the sofa set, Yoon Hye-an’s face clearly showed his discomfort. It was probably because no other actors were around, even though he expected most of them to have arrived by now.



    



    While sitting down first, Lee Hae-seong explained.



    



    “The others are on the rooftop.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I invited you at a different time because I wanted to talk to you alone before everyone else.”



    



    Slowly removing the crossbody bag from his chest, Yoon Hye-an sat down uneasily, his face showing anxiety. He barely perched on the edge of the sofa, as if ready to run at any moment.



    



    “What would you like to drink?”



    



    “Just water, thank you.”



    



    Looking up at Manager Kang, Yoon Hye-an answered while tightly gripping the strap of his bag, which was placed beside him.



    



    Yoon Hye-an, as seen in the videos Lee Hae-seong had watched, seemed like a completely different person in terms of behavior.



    



    On variety shows with his group members, Yoon Hye-an never smiled, even on screen, maintaining a passive, almost uncooperative attitude. His demeanor, along with subtitles, was often portrayed as chic or quirky.



    



    Interviews during his acting career weren’t much different. Perhaps they aimed for a quiet and refined image, but for a newcomer with little experience, his emotionless face and lackluster attitude seemed insincere. His dancing, singing, and acting skills were all subpar.



    



    To fans, Yoon Hye-an was a "dignified princess," but to the overwhelming majority online, he was a "rude actor with an attitude." After reviewing the series of videos, Lee Hae-seong’s impression of him was more aligned with the latter.



    



    However, the Yoon Hye-an in front of Lee Hae-seong now was far from that "dignified princess."



    



    With his limited movements, nervously shifting gaze, and tightly pressed lips, his behavior was very different from what Lee Hae-seong had expected.



    



    Manager Kang returned with water from the small kitchen at the back of the reception room, and Lee Hae-seong sent him back inside so that he and Yoon Hye-an could be alone.



    



    As Lee Hae-seong quietly observed every move of Yoon Hye-an, he finally spoke.



    



    “Anyway, we’re going to work together on this project, but before we do, I want to clarify a few things with you. I really want this film to be well-made.”



    



    “......”



    



    “You want that too, don’t you, Yoon Hye-an?”



    



    “...Yes.”



    



    After a brief hesitation, Yoon Hye-an’s response was quite different from the bold and daring reply Lee Hae-seong had expected. However, anyone could easily put on such a façade.



    



    Lee Hae-seong, calmly and in his usual somewhat soft voice, began to express the thoughts he had been wanting to share.



    



    “I went to ‘Jessica.’”



    



    ‘Jessica’ was the bar in Daehangno where Song Hyun-su worked. At the mention of the name, Yoon Hye-an clearly showed some agitation.



    



    “From your reaction, it seems like you didn’t think the word would reach my ears.”



    



    “I happened to stop by there.”



    



    As expected, that was the answer. Without getting surprised or raising his voice, Lee Hae-seong moved on to the next question.



    



    “Why were you crying in Director Kang’s reception room?”



    



    “Personally... I received some bad news, and I was looking for a place to be alone...”



    



    Hmm.



    



    Lee Hae-seong pressed his lips together and let out a heavy sigh.



    



    “So, are you telling me that all of that had nothing to do with Choi Hong-seo?”



    



    “......”



    



    Yoon Hye-an stubbornly kept his mouth shut, avoiding Lee Hae-seong’s gaze with a downcast expression like a child who had been scolded.



    



    According to Manager Kang’s report, Yoon Hye-an was a celebrity who sought out sponsors on his own. If a better sponsor came along, he would abandon the current one and switch. Based on the image he projected, Yoon Hye-an in the videos appeared to be the kind of person who would behave that way.



    



    But in person, he didn’t seem like the type to use his body for gain. Manager Kang’s report wasn’t a tabloid filled with unverified rumors. Every detail in the report was true. Yet, the Yoon Hye-an before Lee Hae-seong now didn’t have the vulgarity typical of such people.



    



    However, this was all just about image. Lee Hae-seong had lived a life that wasn’t so simple as to judge people purely based on their outward impressions.



    



    “Yoon Hye-an.”



    



    Yoon Hye-an, who had been looking down at the teacups and teapot on the table, slowly met Lee Hae-seong’s gaze.



    



    “As you probably know from the last incident—or perhaps you already knew before that.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Choi Hong-seo was a very important person to me.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong didn’t want to talk about such things with someone like Yoon Hye-an, who had no connection to it. The memories of Choi Hong-seo could no longer expand. He didn’t want to share them with anyone, fearing that even a little piece of it might be taken away.



    



    So, with much difficulty, Lee Hae-seong continued the painful conversation. He stared directly at Yoon Hye-an’s innocent face, the face of someone who knew nothing.



    



    “However, now I can never see him again. The process and the reasons why we can’t meet are things that are so painful and angering, I can't even put them into words... Do you understand?”



    



    Yoon Hye-an nodded slightly.



    



    “When you go through something like that, anyone would want to protect the people they care about. They can’t help but get angry at anyone who tries to invade their memories and copy their actions.”



    



    His voice was growing more agitated. Lee Hae-seong clenched his fist on the armrest. He paused for a moment and took a sip of tea. But it wasn’t enough, so he reached for a cigarette.



    



    He pulled one from the pack, lit it with a lighter, and took a deep drag until his cheek hollowed out, exhaling the smoke with a sigh. Yoon Hye-an stared at him intently with wide eyes.



    



    Did he want to smoke too? Lee Hae-seong raised his eyebrows, offering the open cigarette pack to him, but Yoon Hye-an firmly shook his head.



    



    After taking a few more puffs to calm his emotions, Lee Hae-seong continued his prepared words.



    



    “You must have learned about what happened between Choi Hong-seo and ARA’s Lee Hae-seong from somewhere.”



    



    Through the thin smoke rising from his cigarette, Yoon Hye-an watched intently, waiting for him to continue.



    



    “And then you applied for the *Cream Mansion* audition, trying to imitate Choi Hong-seo’s habits, and you chose the Anton Chekhov play that Choi Hong-seo performed in front of me for your audition. You also went to his memorial hall. To visit the memorial hall of someone you didn’t even have a personal connection with—based on my research, I don’t think you’re the type of person who’s driven by sentimentality. At the film's first dinner, when Director Kang asked what film had made an impression on you, you answered *Love Story*. After that, you were staring blankly at the Seoul cityscape from Namsan Soweol-ro. And in Director Kang’s reception room, on the second floor of that vast mansion, you intentionally went to the space as if it were somehow special to you... and you were crying there, waiting for me to notice.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Is my scenario wrong?”



    



    The cigarette, which Lee Hae-seong had not smoked during the long conversation, was burning down between his fingers. He pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose and flicked the gray ash away.



    



    To prevent his emotions from overflowing, Lee Hae-seong deliberately kept his tone even stiffer than usual. In Director Kang's reception room, he had lost his composure when facing Yoon Hye-an without preparation, but this time, he wanted to wrap things up properly.



    



    He no longer wanted to waste time or expend any more emotions on this matter.



    



    Whoever it was, whatever the reason, he wanted to leave Choi Hong-seo alone.



    



    He wanted their affair to remain just between the two of them. He only wanted to quietly fade away, immersed in the memories with him, without anyone else knowing. Was that too much to ask for?



    



    Yoon Hye-an, who hadn’t touched the water that Manager Kang had prepared, gripped his bag strap tightly and quietly spoke.



    



    “You said you investigated me. You said I’m not the kind of person who would visit the memorial hall of someone I don’t even know because I’m not sentimental.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Then, do you think someone like me, whom you investigated, would really be able to act so... meticulously?”



    



    Yoon Hye-an, who had been staring at the gray ash in the ashtray, now turned his gaze to Lee Hae-seong.



    



    “Would I really go so far as to wait for you, create a situation, even when I don’t know if you’d show up or not?”



    



    His large, moist eyes with long eyelashes didn’t seem capable of lying. He must have lived his life gaining substantial benefits with this face. If he shed sweet tears and asked for trust, everyone would likely be fooled. His face was innocent to the point of seeming pure.



    



    It was entirely different from the arrogant expression of Yoon Hye-an in the videos. It was like watching an actor playing both the role of a villain and a saint in different works.



    



    *“Actually, when I saw him in person, he really did resemble Hong-seo. Maybe that's why... he doesn’t seem like that trashy person they said he was.”*



    



    Suddenly, the words that Song Hyun-su had said came to mind. He didn’t want to admit that he was remembering those words while looking at Yoon Hye-an’s face. But maybe, even these expressions were all part of trying to imitate Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Trying to drown out the noisy thoughts in his mind, Lee Hae-seong took a deep drag from his cigarette, and without revealing any sign of disturbance, he answered Yoon Hye-an’s question.
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    Trying to silence the chaotic thoughts in his mind, Lee Hae-seong took a deep drag from the cigarette, without showing any sign of agitation, and answered Yoon Hye-an’s question.



    



    “To catch a big fish, you have to go out to the deep sea, cast your bait, and wait.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Because that’s how fishing works.”



    



    Yoon Hye-an, with a confused expression, stared at him as though he didn’t understand the meaning. As he slowly examined the face before him, Lee Hae-seong continued to explain in a flat voice.



    



    “The Yoon Hye-an I investigated might slack off when it comes to practicing dance or acting, but he can be quite diligent when it comes to finding new sponsors.”



    



    “...Sponsors?”



    



    Yoon Hye-an’s voice and gaze trembled, as though he hadn’t expected to hear such a thing.



    



    “There have been more than one sponsor that Yoon Hye-an has gone through.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Am I wrong about that?”



    



    “I don’t know.”



    



    “You don’t know?”



    



    This time, the fearful hesitation and caution disappeared from Yoon Hye-an’s face. Instead, a look of frustration and resentment rose, and he glared at Lee Hae-seong, speaking firmly, emphasizing each word.



    



    “I don’t remember... I don’t remember what kind of person I was... I don’t know either.”



    



    “You don’t remember... how convenient.”



    



    After taking one last deep drag of the cigarette he had barely smoked, Lee Hae-seong crushed the filter in the ashtray.



    



    Yoon Hye-an had lost his memory after waking up from unconsciousness. — He knew that, as it had been covered in entertainment articles. Most people who knew him seemed to believe that he was “pretending to have lost his memory.”



    



    Withdrawing his hand from the ashtray, Lee Hae-seong looked at Yoon Hye-an’s face, which appeared to be full of grievance. It was a youthful face, with a serious expression trying to convey what seemed like a legitimate complaint.



    



    *‘That expression didn’t look cute at all.’*



    



    He didn’t know why that child’s face suddenly came to mind.



    



    Lee Hae-seong turned his head away. He thought that maybe he should’ve asked for alcohol instead of tea, and immediately found a new cigarette to light. Then, as if everything had become tiresome, he spoke in a tired voice, almost like a whisper.



    



    “Alright. Let’s skip the wasted process. Let’s be honest with each other, no more dragging this out.”



    



    He tried his best to exclude his emotions, focusing solely on efficiency, telling himself to treat this like business. After taking a drag from the newly lit cigarette, he delivered the final, concise message to Yoon Hye-an.



    



    “There are two things I want. The first is for you to tell me how and where you got that information. The second is for you to never interfere with Choi Hong-seo or the matters between him and me again.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Now, let’s hear your demands. What do you want? ARA’s advertising model? The lead role in a drama or movie? Or perhaps cash? It’s unusual, but I’m willing to negotiate.”



    



    “I don’t want anything.”



    



    “You don’t want anything?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong slowly mulled over Yoon Hye-an’s words and flicked his cigarette in the ashtray. He wasn’t in a good mood; the man in front of him was making things more complicated than they needed to be.



    



    “If you don’t want anything, then why are you acting this way? Do you expect me to believe that?”



    



    Yoon Hye-an, looking at Lee Hae-seong’s hand hovering over the ashtray, spoke.



    



    “Some people say I’ve become someone else, and others say I’m pretending to be someone else.”



    



    “......”



    



    “But I don’t even remember what I was like before I woke up... I’m just doing what I feel and think right now. People interpret that however they like. Some say I’ve become a better person, and that’s enough for them. Others suspect I’m acting, and some think I’m... copying someone.”



    



    His voice trembled intermittently. However, despite it almost breaking, his voice remained calm and steadily moved in the direction he wanted.



    



    Lee Hae-seong, leaning forward with his elbows resting on his knees, kept his gaze fixed on Yoon Hye-an. No, to be completely honest with himself, he couldn’t help but fixate on him.



    



    “No matter how much you tell me not to imitate Choi Hong-seo, I don’t think I can do that. I’m not trying to imitate him. I’ve never even known where or how I got that information, so I can’t tell you that either.”



    



    *Sigh...*



    



    Hearing the conclusion, a deep sigh escaped from Lee Hae-seong’s lips. It felt like he was trying to console a very stubborn child who had admitted to breaking something.



    



    “So, you want me to believe that it’s just a series of coincidences? One after another, after another?”



    



    “I understand why you’re so suspicious of me.”



    



    “......”



    



    “But even if all those coincidences overlap to the point where it doesn’t look like a coincidence anymore... it still doesn’t mean it’s zero percent likely that they were all just coincidences, right?”



    



    “......”



    



    “Do you have any proof that I learned about you and Choi Hong-seo’s information from somewhere?”



    



    Despite trembling with fear, Yoon Hye-an looked Lee Hae-seong straight in the eye and demanded evidence.



    



    Lee Hae-seong’s eyebrows and the skin under his eyes twitched.



    



    “Yoon Hye-an, I’m not a fool. If this were a coincidence, it would be treated as circumstantial evidence in court.”



    



    “If you had a purpose for this, you would have asked for something from me!”



    



    He looked desperately at Lee Hae-seong, clutching the strap of a high-end designer bag, his body shifting slightly at the edge of the sofa.



    



    For a moment, Lee Hae-seong’s gaze lingered on Yoon Hye-an’s bag. He had heard that Yoon Hye-an had a tendency to indulge in luxury, even going into debt to buy designer items—had he stopped shopping after waking up?



    



    “There won’t be anything like that again. I’ll never ask for anything from you, ever again.”



    



    “......”



    



    “If I ever do ask for something, then you can take action then. You can, right?”



    



    “And what about the pain I feel, watching you imitate that kid and mess with our memories?”



    



    “Please believe me. It’s not imitation. I really haven’t heard anything!”



    



    *Ha...* This conversation keeps going in circles, with no end in sight.



    



    Lee Hae-seong leaned his forehead against the armrest of the chair, covering his face with his hand.



    



    The conversation was going in an entirely different direction than he had expected. The Yoon Hye-an he was facing was different from what he had imagined. He had thought Yoon Hye-an would act more like a fox, and he had planned to ruthlessly expose him.



    



    It seemed that the true cunning move was acting perfectly like a rabbit, but the problem was that the man in front of her, looking at her with a desperate face, didn't seem to be playing the fox in disguise, as if he were a rabbit.



    



    Everything was just a coincidence, he claimed. It was clear that he was making absurd excuses, yet she couldn't corner him any further.



    



    Everything was different from what she expected.



    



    Resting his elbow on the armrest, his temples pressed with his fingers as though suffering from an intense headache, Lee Hae-sung squinted and glanced at Yoon Hye-an.



    



    "Or, are you trying to hurt me rather than get my attention? Are you planning to expose the matter with that kid?"



    



    Now, the only possible goal she could think of for Yoon Hye-an was something like that.



    



    "A mere actor like me wouldn't be able to harm the vice president, would you think?"



    



    "Well, I can't exactly deny that."



    



    "......"



    



    "So, are you really trying to set up some kind of plan? What exactly is it that you hold against me?"



    



    Yoon Hye-an shook her head.



    



    "I wouldn't do such a thing."



    



    "......"



    



    "I would never say anything bad about the vice president."



    



    "What... did you just say?"



    



    Lee Hae-sung slowly rose from his relaxed position, his face frozen in disbelief, as if he'd heard a shocking truth.



    



    "So, believe me. If you watch closely, you'll realize that I don't want anything, and that I haven't learned any information... You'll understand everything."



    



    Although Yoon Hye-an denied hearing anything, her words strongly suggested the opposite.



    



    "Is it okay for you to say this to me?"



    



    "Why?"



    



    "Don't you suspect I might spread it around?"



    



    "Would Hong Seo do that?"



    



    "I won't say anything."



    



    "......"



    



    "I would never say anything bad about the vice president."



    



    When she had this conversation with Choi Hong-seo, they were alone in that space.



    



    Is this just another coincidence? Another coincidence piled on top of countless coincidences?



    



    No matter how Yoon Hye-an learned about their situation, the original source of the information had to be Hong Seo.



    



    The child, whom they thought hadn't left any records or told anyone about them, might have left something somewhere or shared a memory with someone. If there was any clue out there in the world that could provide more insight into the child, Lee Hae-sung couldn’t ignore the possibility of pursuing it.



    



    No traces of external information leaking to Yoon Hye-an were found. If that’s the case, the only place to look for answers was within Yoon Hye-an herself.



    



    "If I find evidence, then you’ll have to meet my demands."



    



    Yoon Hye-an slowly nodded and answered willingly.



    



    "If you find evidence, then yes, that would be the case. Feel free to look. Really... there’s nothing."



    



    A deep fatigue set in. She wanted to lock herself in her room, but there were guests waiting on the rooftop.



    



    "Shall we go up now? Yoon Hye-an will be delayed due to another schedule, so she has already requested to come a little later."



    



    Lee Hae-sung stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray and stood up first. As he entered the house to head for the rooftop, Manager Kang approached him with urgent news.



    



    Stopping in front of the stairs leading to the upper floor, Lee Hae-sung looked back at Yoon Hye-an, who was following behind. She was clutching her bag strap across her chest, looking up at him with an anxious expression, unsure of what he would say next.



    



    If this expression were a lie, then Yoon Hye-an surely wasn’t bad at acting.



    



    Lee Hae-sung decided to make a small request of her. With a weary voice, as though he no longer had the energy to be on edge, he sighed.



    



    "There should be a Blu-ray case on the coffee table in the movie room on the second floor. Take it with you to the rooftop first. I’ll follow after making a call."



    



    "Understood."



    



    Yoon Hye-an nodded and turned to leave, but Lee Hae-sung watched her closely.



    



    Then he grabbed Manager Kang’s arm as he was about to follow Yoon Hye-an. Staring at her back as she ascended the stairs, Lee Hae-sung muttered in disbelief.



    



    "Just leave her."



    



    "......"



    



    "She seems to know where the movie room is, so..."
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    On the rooftop garden in the fall evening, a cool and gentle breeze blew.



    



    To the immediate west, there was a low hill, and to the east, a distant view of the Gangnam skyline spread out, offering a beautiful view. It felt as though this place was slightly removed from the bustling heart of Seoul, and there was a sense of space in the view.



    



    In the sky as the sun set, blue, red, and purple blended together, constantly shifting in new combinations of colors.



    



    When she first came to this house and stepped onto this rooftop.



    



    It was a night, completely dark with the sun having long set, and it was summer. She and Lee Hae-sung had spent the summer night here, each with a can of beer, completely owning the evening.



    



    Now, however, the place was bustling with guests.



    



    In addition to the actors, several people from the production company and key investors were invited, and there were around fourteen guests in total. They were grouped into tables of four or five, and a long table set aside for a buffet held salads and warm dishes.



    



    The main course was barbecue, and Lee Hae-sung, along with two other chefs, was grilling the meat for the guests himself.



    



    Lamb that he had personally grilled was placed on Choi Hong-seo’s plate. Although she had cut it into small pieces and was chewing it, she couldn't taste the meat.



    



    In fact, she hadn’t been feeling well since the movie room.



    



    *“If I find evidence, you’ll have to meet my demands then.”*



    



    Perhaps the thought that she had bought herself some time to avoid further questioning had caused her to relax.



    



    It wasn’t until she entered the movie room that Choi Hong-seo realized her mistake.



    



    She hadn’t even asked where the movie room was before heading there.



    



    His request, which seemed so natural, as if they both knew the location already, was so casual that she hadn’t suspected it might be a test. Even as she climbed the stairs, she had been so focused on fulfilling his request without mistake that she’d become overly serious about it.



    



    What a fool she was. How embarrassed must he be?



    



    She had crouched on the floor of the movie room, holding her head.



    



    It was too difficult for her to pretend not to be Choi Hong-seo, or to pretend to be Yoon Hye-an after thoroughly studying her, or to be someone else entirely. She wasn’t that good at playing tricks.



    



    But she couldn’t dwell on self-blame for too long.



    



    As she stood up to retrieve the Blu-ray case, memories of Choi Hong-seo came rushing back.



    



    *Love Story*.



    



    It was the first movie they had watched together in that room.



    



    “By the way, you know the ending, right?”



    



    “Yes, I know it.”



    



    “Well, it’ll be a happy ending for us.”



    



    The conversation they had there, Lee Hae-sung’s face, amused as he teased her for being awkward in front of Manager Kang, who had brought the drinks, the soft smiles he gave every time their eyes met during the movie, the way he seriously listened to her clumsy thoughts despite her inexperience and young age...



    



    Even after the movie ended, neither of them wanted to leave, neither of them willing to get up first, both of them lingering, reluctant to part.



    



    In that moment, everything in the room was vividly alive. Then, it crashed over Choi Hong-seo like a flood of water, overwhelming her.



    



    She couldn’t drag things on for too long, so she left the room with the Blu-ray, but perhaps because she had emotionally drained herself too much, she hadn’t been feeling well since then.



    



    The ground felt unsteady, like she was seasick, and her stomach was uneasy. Still, it wasn’t to the point of cold sweats or dizziness like back at the memorial hall or Manager Kang’s office. It was bearable.



    



    She felt like eating would make her sick, so she only pretended to eat enough not to disrupt the atmosphere. She would glance around, pretend to look at the scenery, or occasionally steal a glance at him.



    



    "What kind of meat are you dissecting? It's tender and has no odor—it's so good. Haven’t you had lamb before? No, right?"



    



    Park Dong-ha, sitting at the same table, commented while looking at Choi Hong-seo’s plate, which seemed hardly to decrease.



    



    "I'm eating. It’s good."



    



    Choi Hong-seo forced herself to chew and swallow a small piece of meat.



    



    The night when she had drinks at the house with Lee Hae-sung and Yong-jae, they had strongly insisted that she use informal language with them.



    



    Quickly scanning the other guests, Park Dong-ha leaned in toward Choi Hong-seo and spoke in a lowered voice, subtly.



    



    "...Are you pretending? Is this a strategy?"



    



    "......"



    



    It was an unclear question. When Choi Hong-seo stared at him blankly, Park Dong-ha closely examined her face, as if trying to find a clue. After a moment of searching, he seemed to give up and quietly backed off.



    



    It seemed like Park Dong-ha still hadn’t completely ruled out the suspicion that "Yoon Hye-an is pretending to have lost her memory."



    



    But this suspicion was easy to avoid. Since she truly didn’t have any memories related to Yoon Hye-an, there was no need to pretend to have forgotten anything.



    



    After taking his gaze off Choi Hong-seo, Park Dong-ha started cutting the meat again while glancing around.



    



    "How did they decorate the rooftop like this? It’s like a backyard of a detached house. Who would think this is a rooftop?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo had had the same thought when she first came up here.



    



    "But I thought they’d show us around the house, but they just took us straight to the rooftop?"



    



    Park Dong-ha muttered with a disappointed expression, chewing on a piece of meat. Then, he lowered his voice again to speak to Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "Hey, did you see it when you came in? As soon as we entered, he came straight out of the living room. He passed through the living room, then the entrance, and the hallway. What kind of layout is that?"



    



    The living room Park Dong-ha was talking about was probably Lee Hae-sung’s reception room. The real living room, where he would entertain his close guests, was somewhere deeper inside the house. But it seemed the actors were probably led straight from the reception room to the rooftop via the stairs.



    



    The fact that other people didn’t know the details of his house gave Choi Hong-seo an odd sense of relief.



    



    ‘This is the reception room. It’s where guests are hosted when they come from outside. So… when he’s not too close to someone, they just drink tea or something here.’



    



    Lee Hae-sung had explained the reception room to Choi Hong-seo like that. And Choi Hong-seo had been led past the reception room to the real living room.



    



    But today, ‘Yoon Hye-an’ had to speak to him in the reception room. Not only was she "not very close" to him, but she was also a person under suspicion and doubt, so there was no reason for him to let her into the real living room.



    



    The location was the same, but everything else was different. Just like at Director Kang’s house.



    



    In this situation, what difference did it make that he hadn’t shown others the inside of his house? I’m just like them now, a person who’s only allowed in the reception room. No, I’m probably in a worse situation than them, being watched and suspected.



    



    Putting down her fork and knife, Choi Hong-seo slowly drank her water.



    



    Lee Hae-sung was still in front of the grill. Talking to guests who came to get their meat, he would occasionally check the grilling meat. He seemed quite experienced at barbecuing.



    



    In his calm, simple, and elegant casual attire, he looked like a European aristocrat out on a glamping trip or picnic for the weekend. At least, that’s how Choi Hong-seo saw him.



    



    He only grilled the meat for the guests, but when would he eat?



    



    He must be tired from dealing with me; I bet he’s hungry. Or maybe, he’s lost his appetite because of me.



    



    As she fidgeted with her glass of water, Choi Hong-seo’s thoughts were interrupted by Park Dong-ha’s voice once again.



    



    "Hey, we’ll take care of the birthday for you, just tell us the time and place, and you just need to show up. Got it?"



    



    "No, I really don’t need a birthday..."



    



    "Is Hye-an’s birthday coming up soon?"



    



    Actor Kim Lee-jung, who was eating at the same table, joined the conversation with interest. The one who answered was Park Dong-ha.



    



    "Yes, it’s next week. After waking up from a coma, it’s almost a miracle, so it would be nice to celebrate with people, but she insists on staying home. She used to be the type to party for a whole month around her birthday."



    



    "I don’t know about before, but right now, considering the situation, I’d rather just keep it quiet."



    



    "Who’s planning some big wild party? Let’s just celebrate with close people and move on. Besides, if you’re constantly exposed to situations like the past, your memories might come back, right? Leave the birthday party to me."



    



    With a firm tap on his left chest, Park Dong-ha made his point, wiped his mouth with a napkin, and stood up.



    



    He walked over to the grill with a new plate. Choi Hong-seo’s gaze followed his movements.



    



    "The food’s all delicious. Are you really trying to lose weight?"



    



    "I’m just not feeling great today. I’m eating," Choi Hong-seo answered with a forced smile in response to Kim Lee-jung’s question.



    



    "We’re the same age, and Hye-an is older, but should I keep addressing you as ‘senior’?" Kim Lee-jung asked with a teasing tone.



    



    Choi Hong-seo shook her head.



    



    "I don’t like doing that either, so please feel free to treat me casually."



    



    "I won’t pretend I don’t know. Maybe it’s because you lost your memory, but you’re very different from what I heard about."



    



    Kim Lee-jung’s direct statement didn’t seem to make Choi Hong-seo uncomfortable. Instead, it came across as clean-cut. Choi Hong-seo smiled faintly, and Kim Lee-jung returned the smile.



    



    "Don’t you believe the rumors?"



    



    "I trust what I see with my own eyes more than rumors. Especially in this industry."



    



    "......"



    



    "I was shocked to hear that Hye-an slapped a fellow actor during a fight. But well, she hasn’t slapped me yet... If that happens, I’ll think about it again."



    



    "Ah..."



    



    It seemed that Yoon Hye-an had slapped a fellow actor in the past. The more Choi Hong-seo learned about his colorful past, the more she sighed. She glanced at the area where the grill was.



    



    Park Dong-ha seemed unable to leave the grill, continuing to talk to Lee Hae-sung.



    



    Perhaps because he was still young, Park Dong-ha wasn’t so much intimidated by Lee Hae-sung as he was fascinated. He didn’t hide his curiosity or interest. Lee Hae-sung, in between grilling the meat, drank wine while responding to Park Dong-ha. Despite being bombarded with questions, he didn’t seem bothered. He wasn’t the type to act cold without reason.



    



    Choi Hong-seo couldn’t help but notice Park Dong-ha’s fascination with Lee Hae-sung, wondering if it was romantic interest or just because he was curious about a rich heir who was hard to reach.



    



    If Lee Hae-sung hadn’t worn perfume today, Choi Hong-seo wouldn’t have thought about it.



    



    But today, a faint scent of perfume drifted from him. It was the same perfume he used to wear when he met Choi Hong-seo, the one he had given her as a gift, the custom-made perfume ordered from a perfumer in Paris. That scent.
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    Up until now, as Yoon Hye-an, there had been several chances to be in the same space and brush past him, but this was the first time she had noticed the scent of perfume coming from him.



    



    ‘He doesn’t usually wear perfume when he’s in public, but he’d occasionally wear it when meeting Hong-seo. To make a good impression. For Hong-seo.’



    



    After their first night together, while they were both soaking in the bathtub, he had said just that: “For you, to make a good impression on you.” That whisper had felt more dizzying to Choi Hong-seo than the scent of the perfume itself.



    



    So now, was he wearing it to impress someone else?



    



    Since she wasn’t someone who often wore perfume herself, these thoughts filled her mind, and even just watching him talk to Park Dong-ha made her mouth go dry.



    



    She felt an inexplicable relief that he hadn’t introduced his house to others in detail, but now she was wondering why he was wearing perfume, something he rarely used.



    



    She didn’t even have the right to be jealous.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had only consumed a little food and water, finally reached for her wine. As she slightly lifted her chin to drink, her eyes met his.



    



    It wasn’t a close distance, but she was sure. He hadn’t acted like he wasn’t looking at her. After their eyes met, he continued to hold her gaze, so it couldn’t have been a mistake.



    



    It was Choi Hong-seo who broke the eye contact first.



    



    It bothered her that he was still looking at her while talking to Park Dong-ha. Had he heard something? Was that why he was looking at her?



    



    Feeling anxious, her heart raced, and she took a larger sip of wine.



    



    She awkwardly turned her gaze to Kim Lee-jung, trying to look less out of place, like a robot that was creaking.



    



    "We’re the same age, and most of the people here are seniors. No matter what the rumors say, right now, I feel more comfortable with Hye-an than with the veteran actors. I’m not saying we should become best friends, but let’s just get along while filming."



    



    "Yes, I look forward to it as well."



    



    "And just to let you know in advance, if Hye-an slaps me, I’ll slap her back—twice, maybe three times."



    



    She said it seriously as if laying down the law, then suggested a toast. Choi Hong-seo smiled faintly and clinked her glass with Kim Lee-jung's.



    



    Somehow, Kim Lee-jung felt more comfortable than Park Dong-ha, who had been close to Yoon Hye-an. Her direct manner of speaking might be seen as rude by some, but at least she seemed like someone who would speak her mind if she didn’t like something. She didn’t seem like the type to talk behind someone’s back and spread rumors, and that was something Choi Hong-seo appreciated.



    



    At that moment, the lively music in the background slowly lowered in volume. The atmosphere shifted, as if something was about to start. Park Dong-ha, who had been lingering around the grill, returned to the table with a disappointed expression.



    



    Lee Hae-sung, having put down the BBQ tools, moved toward the large screen. Holding a wine glass in a relaxed, unpretentious manner, he stood in front of the guests.



    



    "Well... you don’t have to pay too much attention to me. Please feel free to enjoy your meal," he began with a lighthearted joke.



    



    "I should probably explain why we’re having this gathering today, though, to make sure you all know."



    



    Laughter spread around the table, and Lee Hae-sung smiled as well.



    



    "The reason is simple: we plan to include a tribute to Choi Hong-seo in the ending credits of our movie."



    



    For a moment, there was silence, then a murmur spread across the room. Some immediately showed signs of disapproval, some were simply confused by the unexpected comment, and others, without showing much interest, continued eating. There were various reactions.



    



    Choi Hong-seo dropped her gaze to the table and gripped the napkin tightly in her lap. She was the only one reacting like this.



    



    Lee Hae-sung briefly surveyed the room, then continued without hesitation.



    



    "I’ve already discussed it with the director, but I thought it would be better to let all of you know in advance, so I arranged this meeting."



    



    Choi Hong-seo couldn’t lift her head. Her heart was pounding in her ears. It felt almost like a crime to even look at Lee Hae-sung, who still held her in such high regard despite the fact that she no longer existed in the world.



    



    She twisted the napkin tightly in her hand. Her heart raced intensely, and the nausea was growing stronger with it.



    



    For a brief moment of chaos, someone raised their voice in a serious and dissatisfied tone.



    



    "If the actor had actually participated in the filming... I can understand that, but isn't it excessive to dedicate a part of the movie to an actor who didn't even shoot a single scene with us?"



    



    Several voices, some timidly agreeing with the speaker’s opinion, could be heard. Among them was Seo Jun-young, who was sitting at the table next to them.



    



    "Song Ji-seok."



    



    Lee Hae-sung's calm voice followed as he called out to the speaker.



    



    "I know you've been investing in films for a long time. But for someone with your investment experience, it seems like your understanding of movies is quite lacking."



    



    "......"



    



    "Just because an actor didn’t shoot a single scene doesn’t mean it’s excessive. Isn’t pre-production part of the filmmaking process? Is it only the actual shooting that constitutes the entirety of a movie?"



    



    He was suppressing his displeasure, trying not to explode, but the fact that he was clearly displeased was unmistakable.



    



    The person who appeared to be one of the investors of *Cream Mansion* didn’t shrink back and continued to voice his opinion.



    



    "I heard what the vice president said about Choi Hong-seo, and I agree with that. But... to investors like us, this movie is ultimately a business. No matter what the truth is, it’s a fact that the public overwhelmingly remembers Choi Hong-seo in disgrace. Do we really need to add a tribute to him in the movie and give people a reason to gossip about it?"



    



    The investor’s voice grew stiffer as he spoke.



    



    Choi Hong-seo was the only one who lowered her head like a sinner, while most of the others were watching this exchange with interest.



    



    "You’re misunderstanding. The intention is to renew that disgraceful memory," Lee Hae-sung calmly responded. "Was my explanation so difficult to understand?"



    



    "Maybe the vice president invested based solely on respect for Director Kang’s film, prepared to take a loss. But for investors like me, this is a business that needs to make a profit. I decided to invest in *Cream Mansion* because I believed it would have a certain level of commercial success. Honestly... I feel that the vice president, as the biggest investor, is overstepping his bounds."



    



    "Overstepping?"



    



    Lee Hae-sung echoed the investor’s words, laughing as if he had heard an amusing joke.



    



    After swallowing dryly a few times, Choi Hong-seo slowly raised her head.



    



    Lee Hae-sung, while placing his wine glass on a nearby table, was staring at the investor.



    



    "Song Ji-seok, you’ve invested in Director Baek Jong-hoon’s films, right?"



    



    "......"



    



    "You've directed a few films after your debut, and some of them were hits, but how much did you actually respect Director Baek back then? Not just with casting, but didn’t you make demands to revise the script during filming, causing the director, staff, and actors a lot of trouble? I even heard you were involved in the editing process and gave them unnecessary instructions."



    



    People’s gazes turned toward the investor, and Lee Hae-sung continued to corner him with his usual calm but firm tone.



    



    "You always say the real owners of the movie are the investors, don’t you? It’s a bitter truth, but that’s capitalism for you. I heard you told Director Baek that. So, I honestly didn’t expect you to fail to understand the decision of the largest investor like this."



    



    Lee Hae-sung slowly walked toward the investor's seat, bracing the edge of the table and lowering his body to make eye contact with the investor. There was a faint madness in his smile, and his gaze seemed almost unnerving.



    



    "Song Ji-seok," he began, his tone calm, "from the start, I told you this was a moment to inform, not to seek approval. It's bitter, but the principles of capitalism have granted me the authority to act this way, which means approval is unnecessary."



    



    Only then did the investor completely shut his mouth. His tightly pressed lips and the trembling corners of his eyes betrayed his frustration, but there was no further retort to be found.



    



    When Choi Hong-seo was alive, she had once admired Lee Hae-sung’s ability to silence even CEO Jo with his words. He wasn’t the type to silence his opponents solely with power, and that was what made him all the more impressive.



    



    Even back then, and now, his ability to render his opponents speechless was underpinned by undeniable logic and reasoning. Power wasn’t everything.



    



    Still, it was undeniable that he had become far more sensitive than before.



    



    Whenever something related to Choi Hong-seo arose, he grew cold and terrifying, as if he would tolerate no disturbance, even the smallest hint of it. Just like with ‘Yoon Hye-an.’



    



    It was me who made him this way. My death became his wound. When you touch a wound, anyone becomes incapable of thinking rationally. Without even realizing it, Choi Hong-seo’s trembling eyes were locked onto Lee Hae-sung, her heart racing faster and sweat dripping from her temples.



    



    Straightening his back, Lee Hae-sung walked back to where his wine glass had been set down and continued speaking.



    



    "Choi Hong-seo was active in researching the script and character. She communicated actively with the costume team and offered her opinions. She was dedicated throughout the entire pre-production process."



    



    Holding the glass, he drained the remaining wine in one go.



    



    "She wasn't an irrelevant actor because she never filmed a single scene. Rather, it is even more tragic that someone who worked so hard on a film, only to leave without filming a single scene, was taken from us."



    



    He looked around the table as if composing himself, and his tone grew somewhat calmer.



    



    "As the largest investor, I will not exert any pressure on the director or the production team. Even if there are casting choices or developments I personally do not agree with, I believe the film should be made according to the director’s vision."



    



    Lee Hae-sung’s gaze, which had been drifting slowly between the guests, suddenly stopped dead on Choi Hong-seo and then on Yoon Hye-an.



    



    His eyes seemed to have a grip around Choi Hong-seo’s throat, and she couldn’t move an inch.



    



    They locked eyes, and Lee Hae-sung’s lips parted.



    



    "However, this issue is different."



    



    "......"



    



    "I ask that from now on, no one discusses anything related to Choi Hong-seo. As for the rest of the film production, I will fully support the staff and cast so that there are no discomforts."



    



    He was essentially telling them not to touch Choi Hong-seo. If they ignored the warning, they would pay the price.



    



    His words were even more explicit than at the previous meal. Furthermore, it was also a warning aimed at Yoon Hye-an.



    



    Only after his gaze moved away did Choi Hong-seo quickly gasp for breath. What had felt like manageable seasickness before now felt like the floor and table were melting and warping before her eyes.



    



    But she didn’t want to make any more noticeable moves. She truly didn’t want to attract any more hatred.
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    He was sitting at the table with director Kang Woo-hyun, the production company CEO, and the executive producer, engaging in a serious conversation. People at the other tables were also whispering among themselves, lowering their voices as they discussed the events that had just unfolded.



    



    “What the… Is it true that Choi Hong-seo was really a sponsor, like Senior Seo Jun-young said?”



    



    Park Dong-ha mumbled to himself, staring intensely at Lee Hae-sung, who was sitting at the farthest table.



    



    “When Senior Seo Jun-young said that, I didn’t believe it, but after today, it’s undeniable, right? If it wasn’t true, there’s no way he’d be acting like this.”



    



    Park Dong-ha seemed to want Choi Hong-seo to agree, but hearing him refer to her as a sponsor made Choi Hong-seo suddenly feel angry. She wanted to say something, but opening her mouth felt impossible. Instead, she twisted the napkin in her hand, her teeth gritting as she silently endured.



    



    “What’s the basis for calling her a sponsor?”



    



    Instead, a cold, incredulous voice was heard—Kim Yi-jeong’s.



    



    “When a chaebol meets a celebrity, the first thing people think of is that they must be in a sponsor relationship. Isn’t that a bit too much?”



    



    “Ah... That’s not what I was talking about with actress Kim Yi-jeong...”



    



    Park Dong-ha stammered, busy trying to explain himself, but Kim Yi-jeong didn’t show any sign of loosening her stern expression.



    



    “When one side has wealth and power, it’s natural to think it’s a relationship based on that. So, to avoid being suspected of meeting for money, should we all only date people with the same financial status, like our parents’ wealth and our individual salaries being exactly the same?”



    



    It seemed there was a reason why Kim Yi-jeong was so obviously displeased. When you touch a wound, anyone loses their rationality. However, Choi Hong-seo didn’t have the time to think about that. She couldn’t even hear their conversation anymore; her state was deteriorating too much.



    



    It’ll be fine. I made it through last time until Yong-jae arrived. If I just find a quiet spot, I’ll be able to calm down enough to slip away without causing a scene.



    



    As if on cue, the lights dimmed, signaling that the movie was about to begin. The opening title of the film appeared on the screen shortly afterward. Choi Hong-seo waited for a little while and then quietly stood up from her chair. Park Dong-ha and Kim Yi-jeong glanced up at her, but the dim lighting helped conceal their expressions.



    



    She approached one of the hired staff members, who was stationed to assist the guests with their meals, and asked for the location of the restroom. Luckily, there was a restroom on the rooftop as well.



    



    As soon as the bathroom door was locked, she collapsed onto the floor, barely able to hold herself up. She clung to the toilet and threw up the little food she had eaten. The floor, the walls, the ceiling—all of it seemed to melt away like a Salvador Dalí painting. Every pore in her body seemed to be sweating out everything, as if it were squeezing the moisture out.



    



    *“Choi Hong-seo was a very important person to me.”*



    



    It was a vague expression, but at the same time, it carried a lot of meaning. In front of someone like Yoon Hye-an, he had defined Choi Hong-seo’s significance in such a way—without overdoing it, but also without being overly cautious.



    



    *“But now, I can’t meet her anymore. The process and reasons for why we can no longer meet are so painful and anger-inducing that I can't even put it into words... Do you understand?”*



    



    If someone were to lose a precious person through such a process and reason, wouldn’t they become sensitive? Wouldn’t anyone be unable to live with a clear mind? How much more time and energy would it take to recover?



    



    And even if a period comes when it looks like someone has recovered on the outside, can that really be called true recovery?



    



    At the time, it seemed like the only decision in front of me.



    



    I had been deceiving myself, convincing myself that there was hope, that I could endure, but I had long since surpassed my limits. I realized that for all this time, my feet had been dangling in thin air.



    



    And so... I wanted to let everything go. I thought that if I just let go, everything—the terrifying past and the equally terrifying things that would happen in the future—would disappear. I made the wrong decision in a state of panic where rational thought was impossible.



    



    In the place where I had left, a few people I held dear were suffering, bearing my absence along with their pain. It was as if I had been brought back to this world just to witness that.



    



    I could see how Lee Hae-sung, who hadn’t been able to let go of Choi Hong-seo in a world without her, was living. It felt like I was wandering in the afterlife, watching his suffering.



    



    No, it wasn’t just a feeling. My soul was truly wandering in this world.



    



    He couldn’t see Choi Hong-seo. And if he couldn’t see her, then I might as well not exist at all.



    



    This surreal experience was clearly a punishment and a retribution.



    



    After vomiting even the clear liquid, Choi Hong-seo grabbed the edge of the sink and barely managed to get up. She splashed cold water on her face, pouring it on in a rush. Yet, it didn’t help. Her consciousness was being dragged away somewhere uncontrollably. It felt as though someone had shoved their hand deep inside her, yanking out the very core that kept her body standing.



    



    Her neck snapped, and she collapsed to the floor.



    



    Lying on the cold tile floor with her cheek pressed against it, Choi Hong-seo faintly realized something.



    



    Was it because remembering the intense emotions and memories of her time as Choi Hong-seo was causing her body to reject it? In the mortuary, in Director Kang’s reception room, and today... Was that why it had happened?



    



    She was terrified of losing consciousness. The fear that when she opened her eyes again, everything she had experienced, seeing him as Yoon Hye-an, might vanish. Or that she might never wake up again. She feared returning to a state where she drifted aimlessly without a voice or form, outside of time and space.



    



    As her eyes, which had been straining to stay open, finally began to close, she genuinely wished for one thing:



    



    Even if I receive a harsher punishment, please let me remain here, where I can see him.



    



    ---



    



    The only sound in the hospital room was the faint hum of the air purifier. Outside the window, light rain was falling in the thick darkness.



    



    The room’s layout, separated into a living area and the hospital space, and the furniture and lighting, were designed to be comfortable, giving it a more hotel-like atmosphere rather than feeling like a hospital. Next to the living room, there was also a kitchen, allowing the staff to prepare meals tailored to the VIPs and their guardians.



    



    From the 19th-floor VIP ward, the view of Seoul was completely submerged in darkness.



    



    There hadn’t been any news of rain, had there? That’s why the outdoor event had been planned.



    



    As dark as the outside was, the glass window served as a mirror reflecting the lit hospital room. Looking through the window, Lee Hae-sung, who had been staring at the patient lying in the bed, let out a deep sigh and turned around.



    



    Returning to the chair near the bed, Lee Hae-sung quietly gazed down at the face of the patient. The patient was sleeping, having received a fever-reducing injection. Due to dehydration from the fever, IV fluids were being administered through the back of their hand.



    



    Yet, the sweat remained. Wet strands of hair clung to their forehead and temples.



    



    The crossed legs and arms firmly pressed across their chest still reflected Lee Hae-sung’s exclusionary feelings toward the man in front of them.



    



    But why was that?



    



    Just like before, I couldn't send this man off in an ambulance. I couldn't do it.



    



    In the awkward atmosphere, the movie screening was ongoing when a stir began around the table with the youngest actors—Park Dong-ha, Kim Yi-jeong, and Yoon Hye-an. It had been 30 minutes since Yoon Hye-an went to the bathroom and hadn't returned. When they went to check, they found the door locked from the inside and there was no response when they knocked.



    



    The event was immediately halted.



    



    On the chair where Yoon Hye-an had been sitting, only a napkin remained. It was so tightly crumpled that it was covered in deep folds.



    



    Lee Hae-sung instructed the guests to wait at the table and ordered the staff to open the door.



    



    The moment he found Yoon Hye-an collapsed on the floor, the things recorded in Manager Kang's report—the various heinous acts—did not cross his mind.



    



    "I will never say anything bad about the vice president."



    



    The same words Choi Hong-seo had said, with that firm and resolute expression. That was all that came to mind.



    



    To ensure that other guests wouldn't see, Lee Hae-sung quietly had Yoon Hye-an moved downstairs, following shortly behind.



    



    Yoon Hye-an, limp and hot to the touch, was carried by a strong attendant. Just being near him felt like the air was thick with heat.



    



    "We need to take him to the hospital right away, instead of waiting for the ambulance."



    



    Whether it was Manager Kang or the attendant carrying Yoon Hye-an, someone’s report made Lee Hae-sung nod in agreement. He followed them all the way to the underground parking garage.



    



    Once in the SUV, after reclining the seat and almost lying the patient down, Lee Hae-sung stood still by the open back door, fastening the seatbelt.



    



    "Vice President, you need to step back so we can leave."



    



    At the urgent voice, Lee Hae-sung didn't step back, but instead climbed into the vehicle. It wasn't a decision made after any rational process—it was an impulsive, spur-of-the-moment choice.



    



    He had contacted the hospital to prepare the VIP ward and instructed that the patient be taken directly to the 19th floor, bypassing the emergency room. The attending physician in charge of the VIP ward immediately began treatment.



    



    The attending physician, who had promised to report back in detail, hadn't returned after 30 minutes. As Lee Hae-sung was considering asking the attendant in the living room to check the situation, the attending physician finally arrived at the hospital room.
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    Knowing Lee Hae-sung's dislike for noisy environments, the hospital had the doctor come quietly to the room with only one nurse accompanying him.



    



    "When the patient arrived at the hospital, his temperature had risen to 42 degrees Celsius. It's still not dropping quickly," the attending physician said with a stiff expression while looking at the nurse who was measuring the patient’s temperature.



    



    "Given the fever and nausea, we might suspect pyelonephritis or sepsis. However, we need the patient to recover somewhat before we can conduct a detailed examination. At the moment, he is completely unconscious..."



    



    "..."



    



    "And it seems that the patient endured the pain for a long time. He was sweating so much that even his outer clothes were damp. If our suspected condition is correct, if he had endured it any longer, it could have progressed to septic shock."



    



    As the guardian of the VIP ward and the person in charge of ARA, Lee Hae-sung had been listening to the doctor's words, which were somewhat reprimanding, though delivered with a cautious tone, as the doctor understood that he needed to be careful when addressing him.



    



    "With symptoms like this, it must have been extremely painful. Even if the patient says they’re fine, someone close to them should have forced them to come to the hospital. Such high fevers can be fatal even for adults."



    



    Lee Hae-sung remained silent, only looking down at the patient.



    



    At the memorial hall, even when Yoon Hye-an collapsed right in front of him, Lee Hae-sung hadn’t felt anything. He had actually thought it might be some kind of a disgusting show. He had only understood Yoon Hye-an through Manager Kang's report, and Kang’s reports were always reliable without mistakes.



    



    Most of the people around Yoon Hye-an also thought he was "pretending to forget," and to Lee Hae-sung, the Yoon Hye-an in the report had seemed like the kind of person who could have faked even collapsing.



    



    But why?



    



    While listening to the doctor’s reprimand, it felt as though the unconscious patient lying in front of him was a result of his own neglect. Though his suspicions about Yoon Hye-an remained unchanged, at least, the sweating and collapsing he had witnessed in front of him were not fake shows.



    



    The doctor, sensing Lee Hae-sung’s prolonged silence, grew uneasy. He quickly gave a few more instructions and left the room, trying to gauge Lee Hae-sung's mood as he departed.



    



    After the doctor left, Lee Hae-sung stood staring at the folding door connecting to the living room. The crumpled napkin that had been squeezed in anguish earlier still lingered in his mind strangely.



    



    "Faking a collapse..."



    



    "..."



    



    Yoon Hye-an’s voice, as dry as the air, whispered faintly. Lee Hae-sung turned his head toward the bed.



    



    Yoon Hye-an was looking up at him, his face pale, his neck stiff as he struggled to swallow dryly.



    



    "You do believe now, at least, that I wasn’t pretending to collapse, right?"



    



    Had he overheard the conversation with the doctor?



    



    Lee Hae-sung, who had only turned his head before, slowly turned his body to face the bed. Looking at Yoon Hye-an’s eyes, which seemed unable to focus properly, it was clear that he hadn’t fully regained consciousness yet.



    



    The patient was in such poor condition that he had collapsed. Unable to decide how to treat Yoon Hye-an, Lee Hae-sung rubbed his jaw as he took a few more steps toward the bed.



    



    "Don't think about that. Just sleep now. You need to rest."



    



    The patient's eyes, feverishly glassy, quickly filled with tears. His frail hand reached out as if trying to hold onto the disappearing illusion before his eyes.



    



    But Lee Hae-sung could not hold that hand. He wrapped both hands around the side rail of the bed instead.



    



    "If I fall asleep... will you disappear, Uncle?"



    



    "......"



    



    As he gripped the rail, a tendon on Lee Hae-sung's hand bulged. His gaze, focused on the patient, began to waver with intensity.



    



    The patient seemed delirious from the fever. His lips, pale and cracked, trembled as they moved again.



    



    "If this is all a dream, and if I disappear... what will happen if I can't see you again?"



    



    Thick tears began to fall from Yoon Hye-an's eyes. Watching the tears slide from his temples to his ears, Lee Hae-sung's hand began to tremble uncontrollably.



    



    "I'm sorry. I couldn't keep my promise... I said I'd come, but I didn't wait... I'm sorry."



    



    Lee Hae-sung gently wiped the patient's eyelids with his palm. Hearing the sobs, a servant appeared by the folding door between the living room and the hospital room. Lee Hae-sung gestured for him to dim the lights.



    



    The doctor had said the patient would likely remain asleep until the next morning. Yoon Hye-an's wakefulness and speech were likely an extension of his sleep, an extension of the dream.



    



    Even so, there was no reason why Yoon Hye-an should have called him "Uncle." They had never made any "promise."



    



    A promise where someone could apologize for failing to keep it, calling someone "Uncle."



    



    What came to mind was only the promise made over the phone with Choi Hong-seo before his death.



    



    How much does Yoon Hye-an know?



    



    How is it that he knows these things?



    



    If he says he wants nothing, why... why is he doing this to me?



    



    Why are you apologizing for not waiting?



    



    Lee Hae-sung's palm became damp with tears, and after Yoon Hye-an's sobs gradually quieted, the room returned to silence. But Lee Hae-sung’s inner turmoil could never settle. Outside the window, the drizzle was growing heavier.



    



    ■



    



    The place that Yong-jae took him to for the birthday party turned out, ironically, to be the same members-only club where Lee Hae-sung had met him for the second time.



    



    It had been a party to celebrate the promotion of a third-generation chaebol heir, where 'Layered' was invited as a guest, and a reception for the host and Choi Hong-seo was planned.



    



    And unexpectedly, Lee Hae-sung had appeared. The reception was canceled, and Choi Hong-seo was able to leave the club with Lee Hae-sung.



    



    As Choi Hong-seo descended the stairs that he had climbed following Lee Hae-sung, he felt a strange sensation, as if time was reversing. But now was not the time for such reflections.



    



    "They said my brother's birthday party is being prepared, and Director Kang helped us get this place," Yong-jae said, excited, much more so than the birthday boy, Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "Director Kang did?"



    



    If it were Director Kang Woo-hyun, it made sense that he would either be a member of such a club or have close acquaintances who were members.



    



    "That's what I mean! It's his first birthday since waking up, so of course, it should be celebrated," Yong-jae said excitedly.



    



    "Wasn't it just supposed to be a simple meal with the three of us—me, you, and Dong-ha?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo sighed briefly as he descended the stairs. From what he remembered, the size of this club was far too large for just three people to have a meal.



    



    "Well, that's just what they said. The more celebrations, the better, right?"



    



    Yong-jae flashed a smile and showed his ID to the staff in front of the firmly closed entrance. The staff checked the guest list against Yong-jae’s name and confirmed the face of 'Yoon Hye-an.' They opened the heavy door with polite courtesy.



    



    Inside, the place was bustling with people. Although the party hadn’t officially started yet, there was already an atmosphere of excitement as people drank and mingled, with no flashing lights or booming music just yet.



    



    When the guest of honor appeared, everyone's attention immediately turned toward him. Amid the cheers, Park Dong-ha approached, awkwardly greeting Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "Hyung! Happy birthday! Wow... with that outfit, you look just like the Yoon Hye-an I used to know!"



    



    Yong-jae had insisted that they couldn’t just dress casually for a nice place like this, so Choi Hong-seo had made an effort, though by Park Dong-ha's standards, it seemed like a humble attempt. Park Dong-ha, on the other hand, looked much more fashionable than usual. His hair and makeup, carefully done, showed that he still had the glam and vitality of an idol.



    



    【I’m such a fan of Hong-seo when he’s in idol mode.】



    



    Lee Hae-sung's message from when he saw photos taken during an interview suddenly came to mind. He knew that Park Dong-ha liked him because he was an idol, but still, he couldn't help but notice how much of an idol he still looked, even now.



    



    Of course, he never expected someone like him to appear at Yoon Hye-an's birthday party. It was a completely unnecessary thought.



    



    "What’s going on? We were just supposed to celebrate with close friends," Choi Hong-seo said.



    



    "All these people here are your close friends. You didn’t even contact anyone after waking up, right? You're so distant... But once you did, everyone was curious about how you're doing, so they all came without hesitation."



    



    "I probably wouldn’t even recognize them..." Choi Hong-seo muttered. "I feel bad for no reason."



    



    "Everyone knows you don’t remember. They’ll understand, so don’t worry. Oh, Director Kang and his guests are here too, so let’s go say hi to them first."



    



    Park Dong-ha pushed Choi Hong-seo toward the table at the front of the stage. As they walked, people here and there greeted Choi Hong-seo, recognizing him as 'Yoon Hye-an.' Many of them were celebrities or models that Choi Hong-seo knew by face and name, but most of them were people he wasn’t particularly close to. It was clear that Choi Hong-seo and Yoon Hye-an operated in very different social circles.



    



    Choi Hong-seo had been a little nervous, wondering if Lee Hae-sung might be at Director Kang's table, but there was no sign of him. He couldn’t tell if he was relieved or disappointed.



    



    As expected, Director Kang, who liked such glamorous parties, was enjoying himself surrounded by his acquaintances. The head of the production company for *Cream Mansion* and the executive producer were also seated at Director Kang’s table.



    



    "Thank you for coming despite your busy schedule, Director. I heard you went out of your way to arrange this place for us."



    



    "It’s our Hwang Ji-woo’s birthday, so I had to do something. The vice president probably knows, but he's not a fan of places like this, so who knows if he’ll show up?"



    



    Director Kang casually mentioned this as he passed by, causing Choi Hong-seo's heart to skip a beat.



    



    He knew all too well that Director Kang disliked Yoon Hye-an and noisy parties. The last time he had shown up here, everyone had been surprised...
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    He knew very well that Director Kang hated Yoon Hye-an and disliked noisy parties more than anyone. Even when he showed up here for the second time, everyone had been surprised.



    



    ‘Today, I came because Choi Hong-seo is the guest.’



    



    If that was the case, then there was no reason for him to be here today since Choi Hong-seo wasn’t present.



    



    "Are you completely better now? You don't look like someone who's been sick," Director Kang asked with a concerned expression as he handed Choi Hong-seo an empty glass.



    



    "Thanks to your concern, I’m completely fine now. Thank you."



    



    "Even so, don’t overdo it. Let's just have one drink together. You’ll have to drink with other guests too."



    



    After collapsing on Lee Hae-sung's rooftop, Choi Hong-seo had woken up the next day in a hospital room he’d never seen before. The room was far too spacious and comfortable to be a typical hospital room, which made him confused about its purpose.



    



    Fortunately, Yong-jae was there, and he explained the situation. The room was in a VIP ward of a general hospital in Gangnam, and he had been moved there after collapsing in Lee Hae-sung’s bathroom.



    



    "Why a VIP room though...?" Choi Hong-seo had asked.



    



    "Vice President Lee Hae-sung told them to do so," Yong-jae replied.



    



    "Vice President?"



    



    "He must have been concerned because a guest collapsed at his house. He said not to worry about the hospital bills and to stay here for tests and until you’re discharged. I think it was his secretary or someone like that who contacted the hospital."



    



    "What tests?"



    



    "Oh, um, something like sepsis or a kidney condition. They said once you wake up, they'll do urine tests, X-rays, CT scans... stuff like that."



    



    Choi Hong-seo had experienced similar symptoms before at the memorial hall, and the doctor had given a similar diagnosis back then. After various tests, the final conclusion was that there were no abnormalities.



    



    This time would likely be the same.



    



    The symptoms seemed to occur when strong memories or emotions from his past, as Choi Hong-seo, were triggered.



    



    Although it wasn’t certain, looking at the common factors in the moments when those symptoms had occurred, this was the only explanation he could come up with.



    



    Of course, it was just an absurd guess. But now that someone else’s soul had awakened in another person’s body, Choi Hong-seo wasn’t sure about anything anymore. Though he couldn’t tell anyone else this.



    



    As expected, the test results showed no abnormalities.



    



    The doctor had suspected either pyelonephritis or sepsis, but those were ruled out. They had then considered the possibility of pancreatitis but dismissed that as well, explaining the results kindly to the VIP ward patient.



    



    "Patients and their families may feel anxious, but the truth is, in 20-30% of cases, the cause of a fever cannot be identified through testing. It’s not uncommon. For your case, while it’s concerning that there’s vomiting along with the fever, and that the symptoms came on suddenly and intensely, your body is healthy with no issues. In the future, don’t try to endure the symptoms. Take fever reducers immediately, rest, or go to the hospital if it’s severe."



    



    This news was somewhat shocking to Choi Hong-seo. In a world where even cancers, which were once thought to be untreatable, could be cured, it was surprising to hear that a cause for simple fever and nausea couldn’t be found in so many cases.



    



    But at the same time, it was reassuring.



    



    There were things in the world that could not be explained by science or medicine.



    



    The strange comfort he felt came from knowing that he wasn’t the only one with such inexplicable things happening to him.



    



    After two days, Choi Hong-seo was able to be discharged.



    



    Although he wanted to express his gratitude, Lee Hae-sung hadn't left a contact number with the company. There was a number saved under "Carrot Seller" in his phone’s contact list, but of course, he couldn’t make a call to it.



    



    Perhaps the hospital had been reporting to Lee Hae-sung, because just before his discharge, one of his aides came to deliver a flower basket. It wasn’t much—only two days had passed—but it was a "congratulations on your discharge" gift...



    



    The flower basket, while not extravagant, was bright and cheerful, reflecting his taste. The card tucked between the flowers had only the very clichéd message: "Congratulations on your discharge, Yoon Hye-an. Wishing you good health."



    



    Even though he personally didn’t like Yoon Hye-an, and was even closer to disliking him, Lee Hae-sung still showed him respect. At least it wasn’t like last time when he just called an ambulance and ended it there. He had arranged for the VIP room, covered all the medical expenses, and even sent flowers for his discharge.



    



    Still, the clichéd message, seemingly handwritten by the florist, made his heart ache.



    



    He shouldn’t expect more. He knew Lee Hae-sung wouldn’t give him anything else. But that one obligatory line, written by someone else, seemed to highlight the distance between them, and it made him feel suffocated.



    



    Even so, he carefully brought the flower basket and the card home and kept them.



    



    After toasting with the drink poured by Director Kang, Park Dong-ha urged Choi Hong-seo to greet other guests, prompting him to leave the table.



    



    "Now you can greet everyone at once. It's good, right? It's not like you’re going to pretend not to know people just because you don't remember them."



    



    It made sense logically, but Choi Hong-seo wasn’t particularly inclined. His steps naturally slowed.



    



    Park Dong-ha, who had been leading the way, urged him to hurry, and when Choi Hong-seo approached, he cautiously asked, looking around.



    



    "So, what happened that day?"



    



    "That day?"



    



    "The day you collapsed."



    



    "..."



    



    "The other guests weren’t even allowed near the bathroom, and after that, Vice President Lee didn’t show up either. Did you follow him to the hospital?"



    



    Park Dong-ha carefully watched Choi Hong-seo’s expression as he asked. He seemed nervous, wondering if he would get an answer that confirmed Lee Hae-sung had followed Yoon Hye-an to the hospital, leaving the other guests behind.



    



    "I didn’t remember anything until the next morning. I don’t recall what happened that day."



    



    "Didn’t the hospital staff say anything? If someone like Lee Hae-sung had been at the hospital, people would’ve talked about it after you woke up."



    



    "I didn’t hear anything like that."



    



    Choi Hong-seo shook his head in response.



    



    After his discharge, he had turned off his phone. While there was nothing medically wrong, his body, which had endured a night of high fever, needed rest. Park Dong-ha had probably tried calling several times during that time.



    



    "...Is that so?"



    



    At last, the anxious look faded somewhat from Park Dong-ha’s face.



    



    He had answered truthfully, but he thought it best not to mention that Lee Hae-sung had arranged for him to stay in the VIP ward and covered all the hospital expenses. He had no obligation to report that to Park Dong-ha.



    



    “He said you collapsed in the bathroom and were taken to the hospital, but after that, the Vice President didn’t show up… His assistant, or butler, or whoever, came to apologize on his behalf and said we should enjoy the food and drinks. But everyone lost their mood, and the party ended up fizzling out. It’s hard to enjoy eating and drinking at a party when someone’s been taken to the hospital.”



    



    “...”



    



    “I thought maybe the Vice President went to the hospital with you… But I guess that wasn’t the case?”



    



    It seemed that Park Dong-ha really wanted to confirm this point. His eyes, sneaking glances at Choi Hong-seo, were filled with urgency. Choi Hong-seo had been unsure about Park Dong-ha’s interest in Lee Hae-sung, but by today, he was certain—this wasn’t just regular curiosity about a rich person.



    



    “There was no need for him to do that. He probably had something more urgent to attend to. He’s a busy person.”



    



    “Right? If you were close, maybe, but he wouldn’t have followed you to the hospital. If he did, there would have been rumors at the hospital, but there’s nothing.”



    



    “Exactly…”



    



    Park Dong-ha seemed to have fully relaxed, and a faint smile appeared on his lips. His emotions were so transparent that it almost made him seem pure, not hiding anything.



    



    Seeing that expression made it hard for Choi Hong-seo to keep looking at him, so he subtly turned his gaze away.



    



    “I heard from Yong-jae hyung that the test results showed nothing unusual?”



    



    “Yeah.”



    



    “So there’s nothing wrong, but you don’t remember anything, and there’s nothing wrong, but you collapsed… That’s why people are starting to doubt you. How can you collapse like that, and the doctors say nothing’s wrong? Isn’t that doctor a quack?”



    



    As he spoke, Park Dong-ha started moving again. Choi Hong-seo reached out and grabbed his arm as he tried to turn.



    



    “When they say nothing is wrong, it means there’s no specific illness... I’m not saying I faked collapsing.”



    



    “Who’s saying that?”



    



    “Doesn’t it sound like that from what you’re saying? Do you think I have some skill to intentionally raise my fever to 42°C?”



    



    “Did your fever really reach 42°C?”



    



    It seemed like Park Dong-ha had suspected something, but he didn’t want to admit it. He shrugged off Choi Hong-seo’s hand from his arm.



    



    “I never said you faked collapsing. I’m just saying, when the test results come back showing nothing, people start to have doubts.”



    



    “...”



    



    Choi Hong-seo had nothing more to say.



    



    No matter how much he insisted he wasn’t Yoon Hye-an, his social identity was still Yoon Hye-an.



    



    Even if he pretended to have lost his memory and faked the collapse, people saw him as the same Yoon Hye-an from the past. And now, Choi Hong-seo had to take responsibility for that.



    



    “Whether you remember or not, the past you is still you. Even if you don’t remember who you were, other people’s memories don’t change.”



    



    “...”



    



    “To be honest, when they said you woke up and lost your memory... of course, you must have been the most shocked and confused, but the people around you were just as surprised.”



    



    “...”



    



    “Not everyone can accept it right away like Yong-jae hyung did. It’s not just that you lost your memory, but your speech, personality, even your tastes—they’ve all changed. You’ve become like a completely different person. Honestly, isn’t it strange that Yong-jae hyung accepted it so easily?”



    



    There was a growing sense of resentment in Park Dong-ha’s voice.



    



    “Yeah. You must be confused, too. I guess I’ve been too sensitive.”



    



    “...”



    



    “This is what’s different from the old me, isn’t it?”



    



    “...Yeah. You really do feel like a completely different person. I’m still not used to it.”



    



    Now, Park Dong-ha was glaring at Choi Hong-seo, looking like a child about to cry from frustration and injustice.



    



    Choi Hong-seo decided to ask the question he had been wanting to ask Park Dong-ha for a while.



    



    “Do you want me to go back to the way I was? Do you like the old me more?”



    



    Park Dong-ha’s eyes still burned with emotion, but he forced a painful smile, pulling the corners of his lips up.



    



    “Yeah, it would be much better if you stayed the way you were.”



    



    Then he turned around and quickly walked toward a loud table.
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    At the table, there were two or three familiar faces mixed in. Although they were familiar, they were just celebrities whose names and faces Choi Hong-seo had learned when he was still Yoon Hye-an. The group of around ten people, made up of both men and women, seemed to be quite drunk already.



    



    One of them spotted "Yoon Hye-an" and immediately jumped up from his seat.



    



    “Look who it is, Yoon Hye-an! We always said you’d never die, and look, you really came back to life?”



    



    Stumbling, the man walked over to Choi Hong-seo and practically draped himself over his shoulder. He was a member of a top idol group, famous for his fiery temper and scandalous personal life, which had made him somewhat notorious in the industry.



    



    “Get me some champagne, not this free booze. Fuck, my slut’s back alive, we’re popping champagne!”



    



    Choi Hong-seo shoved the man’s arm off his shoulder. The people around them cheered and yelled in what felt like a strange mix of admiration and mockery.



    



    The man, not the least bit fazed or upset, tightened his grip around Choi Hong-seo’s neck. His hot lips pressed against his temple. Along with his warm breath, his fans’ adoring, gravelly voice hissed in his ear.



    



    “What, did calling you a slut in front of everyone piss you off? You loved it when we were in bed, didn’t you?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo struggled to break free from the man’s grip, but the difference in their size made it difficult. He twisted his head to avoid the kiss and yanked at the arm wrapped around his neck, but the man didn’t budge.



    



    “Ah... I really missed this fiery temper of yours.”



    



    “Let go. Let go of me. I heard you lost your memory, right? What are you doing to someone who doesn’t even remember?”



    



    Only then did the man release his hold. He grabbed a random glass from the table, swigging down the liquor while glancing sideways at Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “So you really lost your memory? Or was it all just an act?”



    



    “On what grounds...?”



    



    “With your temper, there’s no way you could pretend to be someone else for long. You think you can just wipe the slate clean and act like a different person? How long do you think you can suppress your temper, huh?”



    



    The man wasn’t alone in thinking this way—everyone at the table seemed to share the same sentiment.



    



    “No matter what you think, the fact is I lost my memory. If you plan to keep treating me like this, then... I think we should just pretend we don’t know each other from now on.”



    



    “What? Are you serious?”



    



    The man, now holding a newly served bottle of champagne, looked at Choi Hong-seo with a smirk. He then said with a grin.



    



    “Well then, let’s test it today. Let’s see if your memory comes back while we fuck.”



    



    With a loud pop, the champagne bottle was opened, and people other than those at the table cheered as well. The cheers seemed like a signal, and the volume of the music increased as the lights began to flash brightly.



    



    Choi Hong-seo rejected the empty glass the man handed him.



    



    “I just got out of the hospital. I’ll have to refuse the drink. You came here as a guest, so enjoy yourself tonight, but after this, I don’t want to see you again.”



    



    The man, who had placed his arm around Choi Hong-seo’s shoulder, leaned in closer and stared directly at his face.



    



    “Yoon Hye-an, didn’t you used to say that booze and sex were cures for everything? Who was it who barged in with alcohol when I couldn’t even get on stage because of my ankle injury and was depressed, and then stripped me and jumped on me?”



    



    “I don’t know what kind of relationship we had before, but if someone has lost their memory...”



    



    It happened in an instant.



    



    The wrist was grabbed roughly, and Choi Hong-seo's body lurched forward, almost throwing him into the man's embrace. As his neck and waist were seized, his lips were roughly captured in a kiss. For a moment, Choi Hong-seo shrank back, but he bit the man's tongue with force as it tried to invade his mouth.



    



    Before he could apply more pressure, the man pulled his tongue back and grinned at Choi Hong-seo with a slick look in his eyes.



    



    "Remember now?"



    



    "......"



    



    "We used to have this kind of relationship."



    



    The man wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and pulled Choi Hong-seo's waist even closer.



    



    "You were my first. You were the one who taught me how to fuck in the ass."



    



    "Stop it."



    



    Choi Hong-seo tried to pull away from the man's grip, but the force around him tightened even more.



    



    "Stop it? Since when did Yoon Hye-an speak so politely? Hah... You used to say you hated those old sponsors and their limp dicks, but you climbed on top of me first, even in places like this, claiming you’d purify yourself with my cock."



    



    "Stop! No, no!"



    



    Choi Hong-seo screamed, struggling desperately. The heat in his eyes threatened to turn into tears. One by one, people around them started to look their way. As he tried to pull away, the man's rough hand grabbed him again.



    



    "Where are you going? Were you planning to wash away your filthy past by claiming you don’t remember? Whether you remember or not, it's all the shit you did."



    



    "I don’t remember! I don’t remember!"



    



    Whether you remember or not, it’s all the shit you did.



    



    The man's words wrapped around him like a dark prophecy, tightening with every passing second. Everything he had done as Choi Hong-seo, everything Yoon Hye-an had done in the past—it was all something he had to take responsibility for. It felt like reality was being shoved in his face.



    



    Choi Hong-seo shook his head violently, as if he were being haunted by illusions. Trying to hide the tears, he raised his arm to cover his face, but the man grabbed his arm and forcefully pulled it down.



    



    "Seeing you shivering like this, pretending to be Yoon Hye-an... this is new. This is really turning me on, you know? Hmm?"



    



    He raised his elbow, preparing to strike the man’s face, but the man blocked it. Then, through the noise surrounding them, a voice cut through clearly.



    



    "Yoon Hye-an."



    



    "......"



    



    "Are you busy?"



    



    The voice was right behind him. Maybe just two or three steps away?



    



    A deep, commanding voice that drew attention without the need for shouting. Without even turning around, Choi Hong-seo knew who it was. The man in front of him, whose gaze was now twisted, confirmed his suspicion.



    



    Choi Hong-seo swallowed dryly and turned around. As expected, Lee Hae-seong was standing almost directly behind him.



    



    "I arrived a little late. I was thinking of greeting you, but... it seems like there’s quite a commotion."



    



    The man was still gripping Choi Hong-seo’s wrist and arm. Lee Hae-seong's gaze turned toward the man’s hand, and he visibly scowled. It was clear he wasn’t happy, signaling for the man to move aside.



    



    "Did I interrupt?"



    



    The voice, deliberately slow and dripping with disdain, finally made the man retract his hand and step back, stumbling slightly.



    



    Choi Hong-seo quickly wiped away the tears on his face and turned his body toward Lee Hae-seong.



    



    "No... it's nothing."



    



    Shaking his head, he pulled on Lee Hae-seong's arm. He didn’t have the luxury to worry about whether his touch would be rejected. Pushing hard against Lee Hae-seong’s back, who was determined not to turn around, he forced him away from the man, not taking his eyes off him.



    



    "Vice President, let's go... over there."



    



    There was a murmur of surprise among the crowd at Lee Hae-seong's arrival.



    



    Lee Hae-seong had shown up at Yoon Hye-an's birthday party. Of course, Director Kang and other movie industry people had attended as well, so it wasn’t unusual. Lee Hae-seong showing up and defending Yoon Hye-an at the party was something that could have sparked a bit of gossip. But everyone knew that such stories would only circulate as rumors within the industry. Rich businessmen with celebrities as their sponsors or lovers didn’t all end up as gossip material.



    



    Even so, it seemed unlikely that anything positive could come from associating with the current Yoon Hye-an. Choi Hong-seo wanted to leave before things escalated further.



    



    He could briefly spot Park Dong-ha, frozen and staring in his direction, among the crowd, but there was no time to worry about that now.



    



    “There’s a members-only lounge. Let’s head there.”



    



    After they pushed through the crowd, Lee Hae-seong suggested this first.



    



    Choi Hong-seo followed him down a corridor. The lounge they entered was very different from the one he had been shown to when he had come here before to make a report call to CEO Myung. The previous one was likely meant for guests. The lounge Lee Hae-seong led him into now resembled a small sitting room.



    



    It was equipped with a long, deep sofa that could double as a bed in an emergency, a minibar, and even a private bathroom. When the door was closed, the noise from the hall was completely shut out.



    



    “Please, sit.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong briefly glanced at Choi Hong-seo, who was wiping away the rest of his tears, then pointed to the long sofa.



    



    He walked over to the minibar, turned on the electric kettle, and placed ice in a crystal glass, creating calm, soothing sounds. Choi Hong-seo, sitting uncomfortably on the edge of the chair, glanced at his back.



    



    He still hadn’t calmed down from what had just happened. It had been an unpleasant scene, and this was their first meeting since the incident when he had collapsed. He felt tense, as though he were an unruly child who had been called out to be scolded. His heart felt uneasy.



    



    "Drink this."



    



    A moment later, Lee Hae-seong brought over a fragrant tea in an elegant glass.



    



    "Thank you."



    



    Choi Hong-seo replied in a hoarse voice. As Lee Hae-seong walked around the table and sat beside him, Choi Hong-seo instinctively shifted himself away, not wanting to sit too close. The sofa was long enough to keep some distance between them.



    



    Lee Hae-seong slowly sipped his whiskey, which had ice in it.



    



    "Earlier... I'm sorry for showing you something strange."



    



    "It seems like you knew those people from before."
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    "I'm sorry for showing something strange earlier."



    



    "It seems like you knew those people from before."



    



    "..."



    



    I don't remember, but I guess that might be the case. — I was about to say that, but I felt that he, like everyone else, probably wouldn't believe me. Besides, it would sound like a pitiful excuse. So I changed the subject.



    



    "And I’m also sorry for causing trouble that day."



    



    "..."



    



    This time, Lee Hae-seong fell silent. Holding the tea cup with both hands, Choi Hong-seo started to speak in a somewhat lengthy manner.



    



    "I was trying to pull myself together and leave quietly after telling you I was going... But suddenly, I started feeling unwell..."



    



    "..."



    



    "It wasn’t a lie, really. Until the middle, I could still manage, but suddenly, with no warning at all, it got really bad..."



    



    "I know."



    



    "...What?"



    



    At the unexpected response, Choi Hong-seo unconsciously looked up at him. Sitting next to each other on the same sofa with about three people’s worth of space between them, Lee Hae-seong slowly rotated his glass of alcohol on his crossed legs.



    



    "Your fever shot up to 42°C out of nowhere, so it must've been hard to endure. Don't feel sorry about causing trouble while someone’s sick."



    



    "So... you're saying you believe me?"



    



    Lee Hae-seong slowly turned his head toward Choi Hong-seo, making eye contact.



    



    "The thermometer wouldn’t lie."



    



    "..."



    



    "I believe you."



    



    That one sentence felt like a weight had been lifted off my chest.



    



    I’m not Yoon Hye-an, I’m Choi Hong-seo. Even if he doesn’t believe everything, just believing that my collapse and sickness weren’t part of some show was enough to feel like I had been cleared of a great burden.



    



    It didn’t matter if Park Dong-ha or the man from earlier, or anyone else, didn’t believe me. If he believed me, that was like the whole world believing me.



    



    Feeling like I had been staring at him for too long, Choi Hong-seo hurriedly lowered his gaze and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.



    



    "And as for the hospital bills... I’ll cover the costs. I can’t have you, the vice president, take care of that. At least the examination fees... I can..."



    



    Before Choi Hong-seo could finish speaking, Lee Hae-seong gestured to his assistant. The assistant, who had been standing by the entrance like a robot, quickly approached and handed a small box to Lee Hae-seong. Choi Hong-seo stopped talking, noticing that Lee Hae-seong didn’t seem to take the financial matter seriously.



    



    "I could have had you transferred from the emergency room to a regular room, but I gave that instruction myself. I can’t make Yoon Hye-an bear that cost, so don’t worry about it."



    



    After briefly explaining, Lee Hae-seong placed a box wrapped in shiny silver paper with a blue ribbon on the table, then slid it toward Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "You can’t come to a birthday party without a gift."



    



    "Th-thank you..."



    



    "Go ahead, open it. At least for the gesture."



    



    "Now?"



    



    Lee Hae-seong nodded.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, after putting down the tea cup, reached for the beautifully wrapped box as if it was too precious to open.



    



    I never expected Lee Hae-seong to show up at Yoon Hye-an's birthday party, let alone bring a gift.



    



    Had my earlier collapse made him reconsider, even just a little, about me? I thought about that as I untied the ribbon and carefully peeled off the wrapping paper to avoid tearing it.



    



    "......"



    



    It was definitely the perfume. The custom-made fragrance Lee Hae-seong had given me and used to wear when he met me.



    



    When Choi Hong-seo saw the contents, he froze.



    



    "Have you not tried it? I want to know if you like the scent."



    



    At his suggestion, Choi Hong-seo sprayed the perfume on the inside of his left wrist. The moment he inhaled the fragrance, his face tensed.



    



    It was the same bottle, but the scent was completely different.



    



    Of course, he wouldn't give the scent we shared to Yoon Hye-an.



    



    "Why?"



    



    "No, it's nothing..."



    



    Shaking his head, he rubbed his right wrist over his left and gently massaged both wrists beneath his ears. His thoughts had wandered, and it was almost a mechanical action.



    



    Suddenly, he heard a soft sigh in his ear.



    



    It reminded him of the sweet sighs he had heard when he was with Lee Hae-seong as Choi Hong-seo.



    



    The sound of a heavy crystal glass being set down followed, and Lee Hae-seong closed the distance between them, moving closer to Choi Hong-seo. He picked up the perfume bottle from the table and, with a gentle voice, spoke like before.



    



    "I told you not to rub it like that."



    



    Choi Hong-seo’s eyes widened as he looked down at the table. His heart was pounding so fast that it was hard to breathe even while sitting still.



    



    Swallowing a dry breath, he tried to calm himself.



    



    "...What?"



    



    "And instead of spraying it on the inside of your wrist, you should spray it on the outside. The scent lasts longer that way. I told you that, too."



    



    "What...?"



    



    Turning his head stiffly like a rusty machine, Choi Hong-seo looked at him. At such a close distance, Lee Hae-seong’s eyes were looking into Choi Hong-seo's, no, Yoon Hye-an’s eyes. His eyes alternated between his left and right eye, searching deeply as he had before.



    



    But something was different.



    



    The color was different, and the temperature was different.



    



    His eyes no longer seemed cold, skeptical, and distant. There was something earnest in them, almost desperate.



    



    A thought briefly crossed Choi Hong-seo's mind—perhaps Lee Hae-seong wasn’t looking at Yoon Hye-an, but was looking for Choi Hong-seo within him. He might not be seeing Yoon Hye-an, but searching for Choi Hong-seo within him.



    



    This time, his gaze slowly dropped down from Choi Hong-seo’s frozen form.



    



    Then, he sprayed a little perfume on the outside of Choi Hong-seo's wrist, which was limply resting on his knee.



    



    "I just... remembered someone."



    



    "......"



    



    "It’s not something I said to Yoon Hye-an, so you don’t need to worry about it."



    



    After placing the perfume bottle down, Lee Hae-seong stood up. At his sudden movement, Choi Hong-seo's head instinctively followed him upwards.



    



    He returned to his seat and picked up his glass. By now, it was only ice left in the glass. It seemed like he wanted to drink more, so he walked towards the minibar with his glass.



    



    "Thank you for coming all the way here and for the gift, even though you must be busy."



    



    "......"



    



    "If the vice president has nothing more to say, I’ll be going..."



    



    "You called me an old man back then?"



    



    "...What?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo's movements, as he was about to get up, stopped.



    



    However, Lee Hae-seong, standing in front of the minibar, did not move an inch.



    



    After a brief moment, he turned toward Choi Hong-seo with a new glass in his hand. This time, the glass was filled with deep amber-colored liquor, without any ice.



    



    "I stayed in Yoon Hye-an's hospital room until late that night."



    



    Choi Hong-seo was holding his breath, his gaze fixed on him.



    



    "Do you believe me, at least, when I say I wasn’t pretending to collapse?"



    



    "......"



    



    "Even when I was unconscious, she said that to me."



    



    He relaxed his posture, leaning loosely against the minibar, and slowly spun the glass in his hand as he spoke.



    



    "She said she couldn't sleep because she was afraid that if she did, 'the old man' would disappear. She looked at me quite affectionately."



    



    After taking several large sips of the strong drink, without dilution from ice, Lee Hae-seong tilted his head slightly and looked at Choi Hong-seo, who was sitting on the sofa.



    



    "I was even a bit shaken myself."



    



    Even with his mouth closed, the roughness of his breathing could be clearly heard by Choi Hong-seo.



    



    It seemed like he had heard something significant, but before he could grasp the meaning of those words, Lee Hae-seong continued.



    



    "I thought about it, over and over. About all the possibilities. I even consulted experts, both domestic and international, to see if there were similar cases."



    



    "......"



    



    "They said there are cases where a person’s personality changed after regaining consciousness from a coma."



    



    He began to speak about a person who claimed to have seen memories of their past life while unconscious. After regaining consciousness, that person chose to live as their previous self, even severing ties with their family.



    



    Before experiencing something like this, Choi Hong-seo would have had no interest in such a story. It would have been treated as material for a B-grade program featuring eccentric people.



    



    "Past life... In such cases, no one can verify the truth. But Yoon Hye-an claims to not remember her own past, yet she knows everything in detail about me, about you, Choi Hong-seo. She knows what words she said to me, and even the layout of my house."



    



    "That..."



    



    "Don’t try to argue about it."



    



    His eyes, expression, and tone were firm, signaling that unnecessary disputes should be avoided at this point.



    



    He emptied the remaining liquor in his glass in one gulp and set it down on the bar behind him. Unlike before, he spoke in a softer tone.



    



    "I’ve come to believe, to some extent, Yoon Hye-an’s words about not remembering her past."



    



    "......"



    



    "I’ll help you find your memory."



    



    *Did you think you could use that excuse to wipe away all the mess of the past? Whether you remember or not, it was all your doing.*



    



    The words of the man who had troubled him earlier in the hall resurfaced in Choi Hong-seo's mind. He shook his head.



    



    "I don’t want to find it."



    



    "......"



    



    "I don’t want to go back to being the old Yoon Hye-an that people talk about..."



    



    "Then, do you want to live as Choi Hong-seo?"



    



    His voice wavered slightly, a crack in the calm composure he had been maintaining.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been shaking his head as if trying to rid himself of hallucinations, stopped.
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    Choi Hong-seo, who had been shaking his head as if trying to rid himself of hallucinations, stopped.



    



    He tightly grasped the edge of the sofa and raised his head.



    



    Lee Hae-seong's face, with his brow furrowed and lips pressed tight, looked both angry and as if he might cry at any moment.



    



    It was different from the face he had made when he had been accusing "Yoon Hye-an" earlier. This expression revealed emotional turmoil and vulnerability.



    



    For a brief moment, as if regretting showing this side of himself to Yoon Hye-an, he rubbed his jaw and turned his head.



    



    Choi Hong-seo could tell that Lee Hae-seong was exercising patience.



    



    Because of Yoon Hye-an, who kept bringing up things that only Lee Hae-seong and Choi Hong-seo knew — he was being shaken now. It was as if Yoon Hye-an kept touching wounds that had been waiting to heal.



    



    And he probably didn’t want anyone other than Choi Hong-seo to touch those wounds.



    



    Yet, Choi Hong-seo could also tell that Lee Hae-seong was trying to approach the situation rationally, using his reasoning.



    



    After a brief sigh, he turned back toward Choi Hong-seo and was completely back to his usual calm demeanor.



    



    "It seems that Yoon Hye-an is projecting information about others onto herself while in a state of amnesia. — A specialist diagnosed her condition this way."



    



    "What does that... mean?"



    



    "Yoon Hye-an has lost her memory of who she is and what kind of person she was. In this state, if she were to learn detailed information about Choi Hong-seo, she might want to replace her past with information about him instead of recalling her own past. — That’s the implication."



    



    "Ah..."



    



    Choi Hong-seo muttered in astonishment and lowered his gaze.



    



    He fumbled to find his teacup and wrapped both hands around it. The tea had become lukewarm by now. He didn’t intend to drink it, just silently feeling the temperature of the tea.



    



    "If Yoon Hye-an wants, I’ll help her receive counseling and treatment."



    



    Lee Hae-seong’s voice, which Choi Hong-seo had often liked, now spoke in a calm, businesslike manner.



    



    "There’s a specialist active in New York and Boston, and they offer virtual consultations. It would be good for her to visit them once or twice for physical exams, but the priority is not to burden the patient emotionally, so we suggested starting with counseling."



    



    His tone was never forceful. But it was clear that he was somewhat anxious, hoping that "Yoon Hye-an" would accept.



    



    He didn’t look up, his gaze still fixed on the table, so Choi Hong-seo couldn’t see his face.



    



    Only a deep sigh, almost like a breath, could be heard. It seemed as if he was trying hard to control himself, to prevent "Yoon Hye-an" from running away.



    



    "I understand that you don’t want to go back to your previous life. You’re probably afraid of facing an undesirable past."



    



    His voice turned gentle, trying to reassure.



    



    "However, regaining your memory doesn’t necessarily mean the current Yoon Hye-an will disappear. If we approach the erased memories carefully and systematically, there’s a much higher chance that you’ll remember everything before and after the accident. That’s why it’s even more important to get careful treatment from a skilled specialist."



    



    He did not believe in supernatural or unscientific phenomena.



    



    Even a director like Kang Woo-hyun, who adheres to shamanistic beliefs, would probably not entertain the idea that the dead Choi Hong-seo had awakened in Yoon Hye-an’s body. It was an entirely different matter compared to using divine sight to predict the future or view the past.



    



    Let alone Lee Hae-seong, who had no superstitions, except for a routine related to his tie and no other kind of jinx—there was no reason for him to entertain such an idea. His approach to solving this issue with medicine was completely rational.



    



    As he gently stroked the surface of the teacup with his thumb, Choi Hong-seo quietly voiced his thoughts that had been forming while listening to Lee Hae-seong’s story.



    



    "You still believe that I’m simply mimicking Choi Hong-seo based on information I obtained somewhere, don’t you? That once I recover my past memories, I’ll stop imitating him... That’s what you think, isn’t it?"



    



    "It’s the best solution I could come up with. I hope you understand."



    



    His tone was serious and cautious, yet there was an undeniable sense of finality, as though there were no room for discussion. He clearly had no intention of letting Yoon Hye-an go, someone who had detailed information about Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Choi Hong-seo bit his lower lip tightly, almost hard enough to make the teacup slip from his hand. The transparent, light green tea inside the cup was trembling. He stared at the shaking liquid and then spoke as though releasing a breath.



    



    "If I receive that counseling..."



    



    "......"



    



    "Will you be able to trust me a little more, Vice President?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo’s voice was trembling, just like the tea in his hand.



    



    "Of course."



    



    The answer was brief and direct.



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded slowly.



    



    "Then, I’ll do it. I’ll receive the counseling."



    



    He heard the sound of footsteps approaching, and his shoes stopped right across from the table.



    



    "I will support everything. Yoon Hye-an will only need to take an hour once a week to consult with the expert."



    



    When he looked up courageously, Lee Hae-seong was faintly smiling. If this helped reassure him even a little, there was no reason to resist or refuse. After all, Choi Hong-seo didn’t have the courage to give up being by his side.



    



    Looking up at him, Choi Hong-seo spoke as though praying to a god.



    



    "But in return, I have one request."



    



    His expression was generous. He looked as though he would grant any request.



    



    "Until you find evidence that I learned those things from somewhere, I hope you won’t doubt me."



    



    Lee Hae-seong tilted his head slightly, and Choi Hong-seo added an explanation.



    



    "I mean... that you won’t suspect that I’m trying to use this as leverage to ask you for something."



    



    "......"



    



    "Until you find evidence, or until I actually ask you for something... I’m innocent, right?"



    



    Your guess is correct.



    



    It is true that I know about Choi Hong-seo and the events between Choi Hong-seo and you.



    



    That statement was, in effect, an indirect acknowledgment.



    



    He was aware that there was no way to deny it now, having come too far to feign ignorance.



    



    But he knew that Lee Hae-seong would not be able to find proof. It wasn’t that he had obtained information from somewhere—after all, the person who knew about Choi Hong-seo’s details was himself, the one Lee Hae-seong recognized as "Yoon Hye-an."



    



    "Until then, I ask that you don't doubt me. Is that all you want?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    The counseling would be kept secret from the company and other acquaintances.



    



    Lee Hae-seong agreed to receive updates on the progress from the doctor, acting as a guardian.



    



    He laid down those two conditions.



    



    And he promised to keep the fact that Yoon Hye-an was receiving counseling, and the contents of the counseling, confidential.



    



    He also offered to assign a trustworthy translator to ensure discretion during the sessions. If Yoon Hye-an didn’t want anyone else to know about the details, he even offered to personally translate the sessions himself.



    



    "Can I think about the details slowly?"



    



    He glanced down at Choi Hong-seo’s trembling hands wrapped around the teacup and nodded.



    



    "Of course."



    



    "Then, I’ll leave now."



    



    Choi Hong-seo stood up, taking the perfume, wrapping paper, and ribbon with him.



    



    "Right. I’ve held onto the protagonist for too long. I’ll head out first."



    



    He pulled out a cigarette and made a slight gesture with his chin. At times like this, he had a rebellious air about him. He wore an expensive suit and spoke in an intellectual, dignified manner, but in an instant, he could shift his attitude and seem like a delinquent.



    



    Choi Hong-seo looked at him briefly as he exhaled a long stream of smoke, then began to walk toward the door.



    



    Halfway to the door, he heard a dry voice behind him.



    



    "Looking at Yoon Hye-an makes me feel like it’s unfair."



    



    He stopped and turned halfway toward the voice.



    



    By that point, Lee Hae-seong had sat down on the sofa, smoking a cigarette. Leaning forward with his elbow on his thigh, he blew out a cloud of smoke and flicked the ash away.



    



    "If only that kid... Yoon Hye-an, instead of jumping from a building, had jumped from a bridge..."



    



    When he said "jumped," his voice became tense and unstable.



    



    "Maybe then, there would have been a chance for him to come back to life. That thought keeps haunting me."



    



    He took his hand off the ashtray and looked up, directly meeting 'Yoon Hye-an’s' gaze.



    



    "Why? Is what I’m saying cruel?"



    



    "......"



    



    "He said I was a good person, that he supported me, but the truth is, I’m the kind of person who, even when witnessing a miracle happening to someone else, can’t think of anyone but myself."



    



    It seemed like he was warning not to expect him to let go easily, just because he pretended to play along.



    



    Taking another deep drag from his cigarette, he asked in a thick, slurred voice.



    



    "Do you know what Hong-seo said? That I was a good person?"



    



    "......"



    



    "Do you know how much comfort I received from that blind belief that I was always a good person, that child’s belief? Does Yoon Hye-an know that?"



    



    His gaze, now no longer calm, was filled with resentment, anger, and longing, making him appear drunk on emotions.



    



    "You’re the one who knows everything about us, aren't you, Yoon Hye-an? Like some kind of god."



    



    His disheveled eyes seemed to challenge anyone to say something. His dry lips parted, and Choi Hong-seo finally managed to squeeze out a response.



    



    "Even if you don’t know that, I still think you’re a good person."



    



    "How would Yoon Hye-an know that?"



    



    He sneered bitterly as he brought the cigarette to his lips.



    



    "Even though you don’t like me, you still helped me earlier."



    



    "......"



    



    Before he could take another drag, his hand paused. He gazed at Choi Hong-seo with tired eyes, and Choi Hong-seo lowered his head, quickly leaving the room. He wanted to comfort him, but there was nothing he could do. He couldn’t cry in front of him while he was in such pain.



    



    After placing the gift box down, the attendant, who had been waiting outside the lounge, bowed respectfully toward Choi Hong-seo. They exchanged greetings and hurried their steps.



    



    The spot on his wrist, where Lee Hae-seong had personally sprayed the perfume, burned as if it had been scalded. The scent that emanated from that spot was entirely different from what he had given him before.



    



    But it didn’t matter. After all, at least it was something he had given.



    



    He lifted his wrist to his nose, inhaling the fragrance, and blended into the loud music and lights.
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    The night air was quite chilly.



    



    The outdoor tables of the hotel restaurant, which had been bustling with people all through the summer and fall, were nearly empty. Two women, one wrapped in a knee blanket and the other draped in a shawl, were deeply focused on their conversation, while no other customers were visible.



    



    Lee Hae-seong slowly walked around the pool, which was lit up, before heading down to the garden below.



    



    The hotel was built on a high elevation, so from the garden, the view of Seoul stretched out in full. Like the shimmering lights reflected on the water, the night view was beautiful.



    



    The city’s nightscape, though an artificial creation, had a natural beauty that could evoke deep emotions. Up close, it was filled with tangled desires and greed, but from afar, it appeared as a city of light, like a star full of romance and hope.



    



    Lee Hae-seong stood, his hands in his pants pockets, staring emotionlessly at the city. The entire city seemed to lose its charm and vitality with the disappearance of just one person. To him, it was like that.



    



    The difference between imagining that a light that once embraced that child still existed somewhere and knowing that it didn’t was a decisive one. It wasn’t just about a single little light. No matter how much people admired the city, it could never move Lee Hae-seong.



    



    To him, the city was in darkness.



    



    Suddenly, he turned around. The imposing hotel building stood tall, gazing back at him.



    



    In the suite room he had reserved, Yoon Hye-an was having a consultation with a doctor from New York.



    



    Yoon Hye-an, who was in the bedroom for the session with a translator, had initially planned to wait in the living room, but for some reason, couldn’t calm his mind and had left the room to wander around.



    



    It was past 9 PM here, but in New York, it was still before 9 AM. Though it wasn’t an ideal time for a session, the famous doctor who was actively involved in research and treatment had a difficult schedule to align with.



    



    Though the consultation was for therapeutic purposes, the doctor had explained beforehand that the results couldn’t be guaranteed. If the symptoms were psychological, the treatment could be very quick or, conversely, very difficult—an obvious statement, but still true.



    



    Lee Hae-seong turned his wrist to glance at his watch. The consultation was nearing its end.



    



    Turning his back on the city lights, he retraced his steps.



    



    After washing his hands and making a whiskey on the rocks from the minibar, the bedroom door opened.



    



    Yoon Hye-an emerged, an unreadable expression on his face, accompanied by the translator. Lee Hae-seong, briefly pressing his lips together after sipping his whiskey, approached them with the glass in hand.



    



    "You must be tired. It was your first session, so you must have been nervous. Was there anything uncomfortable?"



    



    "The doctor made me feel comfortable, so it was fine."



    



    In truth, it was Lee Hae-seong himself who looked more tense than Yoon Hye-an, who appeared calm. Even when they arrived here, Yoon Hye-an had seemed composed.



    



    Lee Hae-seong pointed toward the open bedroom door with a subtle gesture of his chin.



    



    "You’re still connected to New York, right?"



    



    Instead of answering, Yoon Hye-an nodded.



    



    "Don’t leave, wait here. I’ll take you."



    



    "No, it’s fine."



    



    "Your manager can’t take you, so you probably came by taxi. I’ll take you."



    



    Lee Hae-seong took another sip from his whiskey and, as if to encourage him, lightly placed his hand on Yoon Hye-an’s shoulder and added:



    



    "I’d like to hear about how the session went."



    



    Only then did Yoon Hye-an give a single nod.



    



    Not twice, but one large, deliberate nod. That habit reminded Lee Hae-seong of Choi Hong-seo.



    



    He wasn’t sure if Choi Hong-seo was consciously aware of it, but Lee Hae-seong remembered it clearly. Every time Hong-seo did that, it was hard for him to hold back a smile. He didn’t want to say it was cute, fearing that if he did, it might embarrass Hong-seo and stop him from doing it.



    



    Despite his youthful appearance, Choi Hong-seo had been mature and polite. So that simple gesture of nodding stood out even more to Lee Hae-seong.



    



    It wasn’t a lazy or impolite gesture. When Choi Hong-seo did it, it was always done seriously, as if it was something important. Like a child looking up to someone and following them blindly.



    



    The child who had once been suspicious, wary, and misunderstood gradually began to show those signs as time went by. Answering with a nod, exchanging playful words, and even stubbornly insisting on something. All of it was proof that the child was opening up, and Lee Hae-seong cherished every movement, every gesture that showed that. It made him happy.



    



    Was Yoon Hye-an intentionally mimicking that behavior?



    



    As the time of silently gazing with his hand resting on Yoon Hye-an's shoulder lengthened, Yoon Hye-an looked up at Lee Hae-seong with an anxious expression. His face didn’t appear to belong to someone capable of such calculating and crafty behavior.



    



    When Lee Hae-seong first encountered Yoon Hye-an through the report, he had been certain. But the more he met him in person, the more confused he became. He could no longer be sure whether the person in front of him was really the same as the one described in the report.



    



    He lightly patted Yoon Hye-an’s thin shoulder as if to press down on it, and with a tired voice, he spoke.



    



    “Alright, then... rest for a bit.”



    



    On the laptop screen in the bedroom, the doctor was waiting for the meeting with Lee Hae-seong. After closing the door, Lee Hae-seong slumped into the chair in front of the desk.



    



    After a brief greeting, the conversation turned to the details of the consultation.



    



    “Hye-an has no memory of his past. He’s like a completely blank slate.”



    



    “Are you saying that the fact that he can’t remember is true?”



    



    “That’s a question that can only be answered once the consultation progresses further. For now, we need to trust what the patient says and continue the sessions.”



    



    The doctor glanced down at the chart under the screen, a slight smile on her face as she responded to Lee Hae-seong’s impatience.



    



    “However, one peculiar point is...”



    



    “...”



    



    “In cases where someone forgets everything, they usually feel anxiety about it. They wonder who their family is, what kind of childhood they had, or how they lived. Without any foundation to recognize themselves as ‘I,’ it’s natural for anyone to feel anxious.”



    



    Her sharp eyes, visible beyond her glasses, sparkled.



    



    “But Hye-an doesn’t feel any of that anxiety.”



    



    Swallowing a dry gulp, Lee Hae-seong kept his eyes fixed on the laptop as he reached for his whiskey glass.



    



    “Hye-an has found some information about himself online, so he knows the basics. But to him, it’s like the character of a novel or a movie. He can’t recognize it as himself.”



    



    “...”



    



    “No matter how much he might dislike the past self he learned about, the fact that he doesn’t know anything about himself would naturally cause some anxiety. Hye-an is essentially like someone who’s just been born at the age of 27.”



    



    Slowly turning the glass in his hand, Lee Hae-seong asked again, as if confirming.



    



    “So, you’re saying that Yoon Hye-an doesn’t feel any anxiety about that?”



    



    “That’s right. After talking to him, this part struck me the most.”



    



    “You think he might want to replace his erased past with information about Choi Hong-seo. What do you think about that?”



    



    The doctor smiled leisurely.



    



    “First and foremost, it’s important for the patient to trust the doctor and open up. It can take years for both the heart and mind to open up. You knew this, didn’t you?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong licked his dry lips, puffed his chest out, and slowly exhaled.



    



    The doctor had a positive view of Yoon Hye-an as a patient.



    



    There was an effort to answer questions honestly. He didn’t have an overly defensive attitude to protect himself, nor did he behave emotionally. The doctor’s observations continued.



    



    Yoon Hye-an was lying. He had stolen memories of Choi Hong-seo as if they were his own. — Whether the doctor’s response was reassuring, or if this was the conclusion Lee Hae-seong had expected, was unclear. He felt tired and heavy.



    



    When he returned to the living room, Yoon Hye-an was reading the script of *Cream Mansion* on the sofa.



    



    Upon hearing the door open, he looked up, closed the script, put it in his bag, and stood up. It was a different bag from the one he had been carrying last time, but it was still from a luxury brand that had passed its season.



    



    Leaning against the open doorframe, Lee Hae-seong watched him for a moment before walking into the living room.



    



    “You must be exhausted from the consultation. Should I order room service? Want to eat something?”



    



    Yoon Hye-an shook his head and replied.



    



    “I ate dinner before coming. It’s fine.”



    



    Right. He probably wouldn’t want to sit down and eat with me. I’m not the easiest person to be around.



    



    I was too tired to soak in the bathtub, yet I suggested he stay for dinner... I don’t even know why I made that offer myself.



    



    He stared blankly at the hand tightly gripping the strap of the bag crossing in front of his chest, then turned his head as if to look away.



    



    “Let’s go, then.”



    



    There was no conversation between them until they got into the car.



    



    In the elevator, the attendant stood by the door while Lee Hae-seong and Yoon Hye-an each took a corner inside. During the walk to the parking lot, Yoon Hye-an followed Lee Hae-seong, a few steps behind.



    



    It wasn’t until the sedan carrying the two of them left the underground parking lot that Lee Hae-seong spoke up.



    



    “I’m going to smoke.”



    



    Yoon Hye-an nodded, and Lee Hae-seong took a cigarette and a lighter from his jacket pocket and lit it. He lowered the window halfway and, giving an absent-minded glance at the scenery outside, took a drag from the filter.



    



    After a while, feeling a gaze on his profile, he turned his head. Acting as if he hadn't noticed, Yoon Hye-an subtly turned his head away, and Lee Hae-seong casually spoke.



    



    “What is it?”



    



    “It’s nothing.”



    



    “If you have something to say, just say it.”



    



    Yoon Hye-an hesitated for a long time, opening and closing his lips, gripping and releasing his pants on his thighs... Finally, he murmured.



    



    “I think Vice President is a non-smoker... I think I saw that somewhere.”



    



    A faint laugh shook Lee Hae-seong's shoulders. He lowered his head, let out a short sigh, and, with the cigarette hanging from his fingers, rubbed the back of his neck.
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“I heard you don’t smoke, Vice President... I think I saw it somewhere.”







Yihe-Sung’s shoulders shook with a hollow laugh. He lowered his head, sighed briefly, and massaged the back of his neck, holding a cigarette between his fingers.







“You think you saw it somewhere...”







He mulled over Yun Hae-An’s words.







Though it wasn’t recorded on any public profiles, his history with smoking wasn’t exactly a secret among those who knew him. Somehow, the “model student” image as the third-generation chaebol heir had cemented itself, and sometimes he was even mentioned as a model citizen who’d successfully quit smoking.







But it didn’t seem likely that Yun Hae-An had “accidentally” come across the fact that model student Yihe-Sung was a non-smoker. The person who knew about his private conversation with Choi Hong-Seo also knew about his smoking habits, so what did it matter? By now, he was beyond being surprised.







Raising his head, Yihe-Sung looked directly at Yun Hae-An.







“Really? I heard that you, Yun Hae-An, were a heavy smoker yourself.”







“……”







“You must’ve stopped smoking after losing your memory.”







Like Choi Hong-Seo.







That part went unsaid.







As he watched Yun Hae-An unable to answer, Yihe-Sung turned his gaze back out the window. Beyond the car windows cruising down Gangbyeonbuk-ro, the night view of Seoul flickered on the surface of the Han River.







Bringing the cigarette to his lips, Yihe-Sung thought.







How much does Yun Hae-An really know?







That, more than anything else, might be what he was most curious about. Whether Yun Hae-An was lying about losing his memory, how he came to know about the situation with Choi Hong-Seo and himself, or even why he was imitating Choi Hong-Seo... Those questions were secondary to this one thing.







“It wasn’t easy to quit.”







Still looking out the window, Yihe-Sung began speaking impulsively.







“After my mother passed away, and not long after, my father too... only then did I finally finalize the divorce. I quit around that time.”







Yihe-Sung’s voice, continuing the same story he once told Choi Hong-Seo, was rough and cracked. Perhaps, most likely, he was telling a story Yun Hae-An already knew.







Swallowing hard, he tightened his throat and said,







“I started smoking in high school, so it wasn’t easy to quit.”







“……”







“It was almost the only rebellion I had as the model heir.”







This time, he didn’t have the intention to test Yun Hae-An.







He simply wanted to return to that time. To relive that moment again, to immerse himself in it. Like playing a role, he wanted to share the same story. To dream.







This time, he hoped Yun Hae-An would say it.







“Well done. Smoking is bad for your health, you know.”







The words the kid had once said to him back then.







But there was no response from the seat next to him.







So many times already, Yun Hae-An had mimicked the things that kid once said. After repeating them over and over, why wouldn’t he say it now? Does it matter, two or three times—it’s meaningless now, isn’t it?







Yihe-Sung tapped the cigarette, now burnt and untouched, over the ashtray, a hint of impatience in his gesture.







Yun Hae-An, remaining silent, had his head lowered so far his chin touched his collarbone. His ears, neck, and face were all flushed. It wasn’t the red of shyness or embarrassment; he was struggling to suppress and control some kind of emotion. His cheeks twitched, and his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down.







Yihe-Sung’s gaze drifted lower. Yun Hae-An’s knuckles were pale as he gripped his thigh tightly.







Previously, he would have assumed all these actions were calculated. Now, he couldn’t see it that way. He didn’t seem like someone who would go that far. How much does he know... Or is he blurring with Hong-Seo because he keeps imitating him? Huh?







With a slight scoff at himself, Yihe-Sung inhaled deeply on the short cigarette filter.







As the car left Gangbyeonbuk-ro and merged onto Hannam-daero, Yun Hae-An finally spoke.







“You went through so much trouble to quit, so why... start again?”







“……”







“It’s bad for your health.”







Yihe-Sung, who had already put out the cigarette and lost himself in other thoughts, slowly turned his head again. Though his face had calmed, Yun Hae-An still wasn’t looking his way.







“You seem to know well enough why I started smoking again, don’t you, Yun Hae-An?”







“……”







“Isn’t that right?”







“……”







“Oh, are you going to start talking about evidence again?”







Yun Hae-An, who had been about to say something, turned his head to the window. All Yihe-Sung could see was a portion of his cheek.







Instinctively, Yihe-Sung grabbed Yun Hae-An’s shoulder and pulled him around. His surprised companion looked back at him with a startled and questioning expression.







Yihe-Sung was just as surprised and bewildered.







It was only because he thought Yun Hae-An looked as if he might be crying; that thought flashed through his mind, and his hand reached out before he even realized it.







But when Yun Hae-An turned around, he wasn’t crying. His face looked like he was on the verge of tears, but he wasn’t crying.





Yihe-Sung’s gaze scattered aimlessly. His grip on Yun Hae-An’s shoulder gradually loosened.





Yun Hae-An’s eyes seemed to question the sudden action, but Yihe-Sung had no real explanation to offer. He couldn’t just say that he wanted to check if he was crying.





His hand awkwardly withdrew from Yun Hae-An’s shoulder, fumbling to find his cigarette pack, as if looking for an excuse.





“In front of the hotel... where do I turn? Do I go down towards Gyeongridan-gil?”





While he was just toying with the cigarette he pulled out, Yun Hae-An answered in a fairly steady voice.





“You can just drop me off near the hotel.”





“Why not just ride all the way home?”





“This area is fine. We’re almost there.”





Glancing outside, Yihe-Sung saw the H Hotel building on the left. Even his place was in the same neighborhood where Choi Hong-Seo used to stay.





They’d walked together on Sowol-ro nearby, and he’d once escorted him to his lodging. He’d looked up where Choi Hong-Seo lived beforehand, memorizing the route on a map. It was a bit stalker-like, but he wanted to escort him smoothly.





Yun Hae-An now lived in that same neighborhood.





Yihe-Sung wasn’t pleased with the way Yun Hae-An seemed ready to get out of the car any second, shifting forward in his seat and fiddling with his bag. It was uncomfortable—bothering him somehow.





“Just... go straight past the intersection and stop at the crosswalk right up ahead...”





“Is it because you don’t want me to know where you live?”





He interrupted Yun Hae-An’s instructions to the driver, who was listening intently from the driver’s seat.





“Don’t you think that, if I wanted to, it wouldn’t be difficult to find out where you live, Yun Hae-An?”





“Well, that would be a privacy violation.”





“……”





Though cautious, Yun Hae-An still voiced his discontent, his face sulky. Even these unexpected moments of boldness reminded him of that kid.





‘I won’t cry, but I might get mad.’





‘I didn’t make a cute face.’





Those particular words Choi Hong-Seo used to say, stiffening from shyness more than anger, had always brought Yihe-Sung a sense of joy.





“Where did you learn to talk like that?”





He sounded like he was scolding a child who’d learned some bad words. Yun Hae-An pressed his lips tightly together, avoiding eye contact. Even this stubbornness reminded him of that kid.





“Vice President, what should we do?”





As the light changed, the driver asked hesitantly. Before Yihe-Sung could respond, Yun Hae-An pointed to the crosswalk ahead.





“Please stop there, where I mentioned! Really, that’s fine!”





Since Yihe-Sung didn’t give any other instructions, the driver stopped the car at the spot Yun Hae-An had indicated.





“Thank you for the ride. Goodbye.”





Holding his bag tightly against his stomach, Yun Hae-An bowed his head in thanks and hurried out of the car.





Whether heading towards Hannam-dong or Seocho-dong, the car would need to go further up ahead to make a U-turn. Leaving Yun Hae-An waiting for the light, the car began to drive slowly onward.





Yihe-Sung didn’t look back. Lost in thought, he said in a dry voice,





“Drop me off at the next light. I need to walk for a bit.”





“Understood.”





As soon as the car came to a stop, Yihe-Sung got out, and the driver quickly followed. The driver grabbed Yihe-Sung’s jacket from the back seat and hurried over.





“Vice President, it’s quite cold out. You should wear your coat...”





“I’m just going to have a quick smoke.”





Turning down the coat and sending the driver back, Yihe-Sung crossed the street and stopped in front of the railing.
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    “Vice President, the temperature is quite low. You should put on a coat...”



    



    “It’s fine; I’m just going to have a quick smoke.”



    



    Sending his assistant away with the coat, Yi Hae-Sung crossed the crosswalk and stopped in front of the railing.



    



    Given the time, the area was practically deserted. He lit a cigarette and exhaled the first puff with a sigh. The smoke was quickly swept away by the cold wind, dissolving without a trace.



    



    “Then that’s a privacy violation.”



    



    When he heard Yun Hae-An’s sullen remark, he had nearly responded.



    



    Hong-Seo wouldn’t have said that.



    



    How did he even know where I stayed without anyone telling him? That would be a privacy violation, right? That kid never would’ve said that. Yi Hae-Sung had almost pressed Yun Hae-An, seriously, not to mimic him.



    



    The same person he had once threatened to stop imitating Hong-Seo was now the very one from whom he sought signs of him. Perhaps that’s why everything seemed to resemble him. For someone desperately looking for similarities, everything would inevitably appear alike...



    



    Facing the nighttime scenery, Yi Hae-Sung smirked and shrugged his shoulders. Bringing the cigarette to his lips, he muttered,



    



    “I must be out of my mind.”



    



    Just how much did Yun Hae-An know?



    



    The movie we watched together, the things that kid said to me, the layout of my house that he often visited, even the scent of the custom-made perfume only we knew about... Yun Hae-An had acted clueless when he received the perfume, but seeing his face stiffen the moment he unwrapped it confirmed it.



    



    So, did Yun Hae-An even know about the most intimate moments we shared in bed?



    



    When his thoughts reached that point, Yi Hae-Sung frowned, as if witnessing something revolting. The hand bringing the cigarette to his lips paused. So what if he knew? What would that change?



    



    Shaking his head, he took a deep drag from the cigarette filter.



    



    “I’m out of my mind.”



    



    He knew the reason for his current state of mind.



    



    The night air had grown rather chilly.



    



    It was enough to unsettle Yi Hae-Sung. The colder weather reminded him that the anniversary of that kid’s passing was approaching.



    



    The first anniversary.



    



    He could now enter the columbarium, and the movie was being remade. He thought he was making some progress forward, but that wasn’t the case. Yi Hae-Sung realized that he was still standing in the same place, like a lost child with no idea what to do.



    



    He wanted to see him. He wanted to talk to him, touch him, pull him close and hold him. He still couldn’t accept the reality that he couldn’t do any of those things anymore. He didn’t even know how he could come to terms with it.



    



    The city lights sparkled in front of him as if cast by magic, yet to Yi Hae-Sung, the city was in total blackout.



    



    ---



    



    **ARA Group and Hanseo Group’s Split Reaches Final Stages**



    



    **Both Sides Proceed Cautiously Amidst Tension**



    



    The separation of Hanseo Group and ARA Group has reached its final stages.



    



    Since the passing of Chairman Lee Woo-Yeol, the third generation of management has been carefully building the groundwork for a smooth division. Given the scale ARA had already reached in electronics, finance, and insurance, the separation is regarded as a wise decision.



    



    With stock ownership issues fully resolved, the final steps now only involve completing the paperwork.



    



    Yi Hae-Sung, soon to be the first chairman of the independent ARA Group and current Vice President of ARA Electronics, held a meeting with key executives at the ARA Electronics headquarters in Yeoksam-dong earlier today.



    



    Photos show him leaving the building after the meeting. Unlike his typical neutral expression in news articles, his eyes were notably sharp, and his mouth was set in a tense line, conveying the gravity of the situation.



    



    The representatives of both groups are expected to meet on the 28th at Hanseo Holdings headquarters to bring an official close to this journey.



    



    Choi Hong-Seo read the article thoroughly, scrolling back to the top once more. He’d seen similar news multiple times already, so there wasn’t much new information. But the photos taken this afternoon were a fresh addition.



    



    Yi Hae-Sung was captured leaving the revolving door, boarding the back seat of a waiting car in a series of shots featured in multiple news articles.



    



    Unlike his usual unreadable expression in the media, his eyes were noticeably sharp, his mouth set in a firm line.



    



    For years, this plan had been prepared step-by-step, leaving no room for error now. All the articles seemed to echo the same sentiment, but Choi Hong-Seo couldn’t deny the weight of significance this finalization would hold for both groups. He found himself so tense while reading that his shoulders were starting to ache.



    



    Sighing deeply as if taking a big breath, Hong-Seo put down his phone. Then he pulled back the card, pen, and notebook he had pushed to one side of the small dining table.



    



    The card remained a blank white, and the notebook he used to practice what to write on the card was full of crossed-out phrases. Once again, he picked up the pen and started writing in the notebook.



    



    “I saw the news. It seems like something important is happening, so I wanted to wish you...”



    



    No, this isn’t it. This time, he drew circles randomly over the letters, erasing them in frustration.



    



    He hadn’t expected it to be this hard to come up with a single line for the card to go along with the gift.



    



    Picking up his phone again, Hong-Seo left the page of search results for "ARA Yi Hae-Sung" open and opened a new tab. “Encouragement... message... writing... advice,” he muttered as he typed each word slowly and deliberately.



    



    Just as he was about to look through the search results, a cheerful melody sounded from the oven, signaling the end of the cooking. Though he wasn’t skilled in cooking, he’d recently purchased a versatile oven to heat up simple meals and make snacks for Tiffany.



    



    Hong-Seo opened the oven with a hopeful expression.



    



    The chicken breast, dried by hot air, looked similar to the picture on the blog.



    



    The shriveled meat almost looked like dried orange peels. He tore a piece along the grain and put it in his mouth, finding it chewy yet not too tough. It seemed like he had followed the blog’s recipe correctly.



    



    Tiffany, apparently drawn by the scent, had already come down from the cat tree and was prowling around the kitchen entrance.



    



    “Smells good, doesn’t it? It’s your snack. I’ll give it to you once it’s cooled.”



    



    As if impatient for a taste, she raised her tail and opened her mouth with a couple of small meows.



    



    “It’s still a bit too hot for you.”



    



    After cooling a shredded piece by blowing on it, Hong-Seo crouched down on the kitchen floor. Placing the treat in his palm, he watched Tiffany approach slowly, sniffing it cautiously. Her little gray ears twitched, and her gray nose wiggled, making him smile.



    



    Tiffany, with her mostly white fur and patches of gray, looked like a long-haired breed that had been dyed around her eyes and ears, making her appear dignified even when she looked rather amusing.



    



    Once Tiffany was done inspecting, she finally picked up the treat. She quickly finished the small piece, licking her lips, and looked up at him.



    



    “What? You want more?”



    



    She responded with a little meow.



    



    This time, he didn’t shred it too finely but split a piece in half and placed it in his palm.



    



    Tiffany took one piece in her mouth, then scampered out of the kitchen, carrying the other piece up to the top of the cat tree. She laid it between her paws and chewed the remaining morsel.



    



    Though her wariness had eased somewhat since they first met, she still only approached him when it was treat time. Fortunately, she didn’t mind being brushed, although she would still jerk away or hiss lightly if his hand, rather than the brush, touched her.



    



    He was beginning to understand why cat owners were called “servants.”



    



    Even though he couldn’t hold or pet her, he enjoyed taking care of her and found her undeniably adorable.



    



    As he watched Tiffany leisurely enjoy her treat atop the cat tree, he glanced at the time on his phone and realized with a start that it was nearly time to leave for his second appointment.



    



    There was no longer any time to fret over what to write on the card.



    



    He quickly tidied the oven to prevent any mishaps in his absence, and, standing by the table, held the pen with determination. There was no more time to hesitate.



    



    Pressing the pen to his lip in thought, he glanced toward the head of his bed.



    



    There, three movie posters hung side by side on the wall.



    



    Only three movies they had watched together. Yi Hae-Sung had given him all three posters as gifts.



    



    Though not the original posters that had since become collectible, he had managed to find affordable reprints online. They were old films, but still classics that continued to be mentioned among film lovers.



    



    Looking at the posters, fixed to the wall with masking tape, helped calm his dizzy and confused mind a little. Though Yi Hae-Sung was no longer his lover, the memories were still entirely his own.



    



    After gazing at the posters one by one, Hong-Seo bent down and touched the pen to the card. Despite the hours he had agonized over it, he now wrote the words firmly, without hesitation.



    



    “You’re someone who can make the world bend to your will.



    



    So whatever you wish for, I’m sure it will work out as you want.”



    



    It felt like these were the only words he could offer him now, and perhaps, they were the only words he needed to hear.



    



    Words that the past Hong-Seo had once told him...



    



    In that case, giving him what he needed felt like the best thing he could do.



    



    After folding the card and slipping it into an envelope, he gently tucked it into the ribbon tied around the gift box in the long, rectangular shopping bag on the sofa.



    



    With the shopping bag in hand and his bag slung over his shoulder, he paused in front of the cat tree. Tiffany, having finished her treat, was lying there sleepily.



    



    “Will he accept the gift?”



    



    Tiffany blinked slowly and flicked her tail as if in response. With a slightly anxious smile, Hong-Seo tapped her soft front paw.



    



    “I hope he doesn’t get angry...”



    



    Not wanting to be touched, Tiffany swatted his hand away. Smiling wryly, he withdrew his hand.



    



    “Stay out of trouble. I’ll be back soon.”



    



    Before leaving, he glanced back at Tiffany one last time, as he often did, and closed the door.



    



    Inside the carefully packed shopping bag was a striped tie.
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    The location for today’s consultation had changed from the Nox Hotel, part of the Hanseo Group, to the nearby H Hotel, conveniently close to Choi Hong-seo’s home. Assuming it was a considerate gesture, Choi Hong-seo pulled his hat low and made his way to the hotel.



    



    Nervously counting his fingers in the elevator, he was surprised to be greeted not by Lee Hae-sung but by Chief Kang as he entered the room.



    



    “Oh… Hello.”



    



    Expecting to see Lee Hae-sung, Hong-seo hesitated momentarily before bowing his head.



    



    “Thank you for coming. We have some time before the consultation begins, so feel free to relax for a bit,” Chief Kang said.



    



    Following Kang’s lead, Hong-seo entered the living room and, feeling shy, gingerly sat down on the sofa. Since he had arrived about 15 minutes early, the interpreter hadn’t yet arrived.



    



    “What would you like to drink?” Kang asked.



    



    “Water, please. Thank you.”



    



    Noticing that Kang had come alone, without other staff, Hong-seo felt uncomfortable about being served by someone older than him. He awkwardly accepted the glass of water Kang poured from the minibar, glancing around before gathering his courage to ask, “Thank you. By the way… where is the Vice President?”



    



    “The Vice President has an important matter to attend to, so I’ll be assisting you in his place today.”



    



    “Oh, I see…”



    



    As he looked up at Chief Kang, his gaze unconsciously drifted downward.



    



    Of course, that made sense. He’d forgotten about the important event in two days—Lee Hae-sung wouldn’t just be sitting in on Yun Hye-an’s consultation today.



    



    In fact, he hadn’t seen him at the last study session at Director Kang Woo-hyun’s house, either. Although Hae-sung had mentioned that he would try to attend, he hadn’t promised to be at every meeting. People seemed disappointed at losing the chance to spend more time around ARA’s Lee Hae-sung.



    



    Naturally, Hong-seo shared in their disappointment.



    



    It was probably why he had looked forward to today so much, expecting to see him. There was no guarantee that he would attend, yet he had assumed so without a doubt... Now, he felt not only disappointed but also embarrassed.



    



    As he felt his ears grow hot, he ran a hand over them and discreetly pulled the shopping bag closer to himself, as if he’d been caught with something he didn’t want others to see.



    



    A phone call felt like a lifeline at that moment.



    



    He sprang from his seat at the sound of his phone and glanced at Chief Kang, who was looking over some documents. With a slight bow, he answered and headed toward the restroom.



    



    “Hey, Yong-jae.”



    



    “Hyung, where are you?”



    



    “I’m… around the neighborhood.”



    



    Technically, it wasn’t a lie.



    



    “Did you get your shopping done?”



    



    “Yeah.”



    



    “Hyung, I wish you’d let me drive you to the mall. You keep refusing, but I don’t get enough work because of it! Take me with you more often, okay?”



    



    “It was close by, so I didn’t want to bother you. I’ll ask you next time.”



    



    “You’re not in great health, you know. Every time I can’t reach you, I worry that you’ve passed out somewhere.”



    



    He felt a little unfairly labeled as frail by everyone around him. He’d only fainted twice!



    



    “It won’t happen again.”



    



    “How can you say that when the tests didn’t reveal anything? How can we be sure it won’t happen?”



    



    He thought he had some idea of the cause. As long as he stayed away from places that triggered intense memories tied to his past emotions as Choi Hong-seo, he might be able to prevent any more episodes. But he couldn’t be completely certain.



    



    “So, what’s up? I can’t really talk for too long right now.”



    



    “Oh, right. The guys are having a drink at Dong-ha’s place and wanted to invite you. You’re free tomorrow, aren’t you?”



    



    “……”



    



    His silence made Yong-jae’s voice grow cautious.



    



    “Hyung, did you… fight with Dong-ha?”



    



    “Why?”



    



    “He didn’t say you fought, exactly… but he seemed to want to make up, even if he couldn’t bring himself to say so directly. So he’s having me feel it out for him.”



    



    He didn’t entirely trust everything Yong-jae said. Park Dong-ha might be suspicious of Yun Hye-an’s acting, but Hong-seo had his own reasons to think Dong-ha was hiding something, too.



    



    Still, he wasn’t eager to go home right after the consultation.



    



    If he were still Choi Hong-seo, he could have called Jeong Ji-in or Song Hyeon-soo for a drink. But as Yun Hye-an, he had to accept that the only people he could really turn to now were Yong-jae and Dong-ha.



    



    “I’ll head over in an hour. Send me the address.”



    



    Today’s consultation felt oddly long.



    



    Although he was committed to the session, knowing that the man he was here for wasn’t in the next room made everything feel flat.



    



    Back when he first auditioned for *Cream Mansion*, he had only hoped to see him from afar once in a while. So he knew he should feel grateful even for these brief times together. Although they hadn’t met today, he knew he could still hope to see him in upcoming consultations or script study sessions.



    



    After the consultation, he returned to the living room and found that Chief Kang had prepared a simple snack for him and the interpreter.



    



    “Thank you for your hard work. The Vice President will follow up with Dr. Yun later,” Kang informed him.



    



    “Yes.”



    



    As Chief Kang reassured him, probably mindful of his earlier question about him, Choi Hong-seo felt his face flush.



    



    He sat down at a round table, where tea and macarons had been set up, alongside an American interpreter who spoke Korean fluently.



    



    "Would Hong-seo be open to dating men?"



    



    On the day in his past as Choi Hong-seo when Lee Hae-sung had declared that he wanted to be his boyfriend, Hae-sung had prepared macarons for him.



    



    When he had heard that Hae-sung was waiting for him at the hotel, a person he barely had a chance to talk to at a film gathering, he had felt a surge of anticipation.



    



    Even though he worried that Hae-sung might be like others who only wanted to be close to him for the wrong reasons, he also started to believe he might be different—special, even.



    



    Caught up in his memories, Hong-seo stared at the colorful macarons on the delicate plate, like a child forbidden to touch them.



    



    “Do you not like macarons?”



    



    The interpreter, enjoying the refreshments herself, leaned in close and whispered quietly enough not to be overheard by Chief Kang. Hong-seo smiled as he replied, “No, I like them.”



    



    “Being an actor, maybe eating sweets at this hour feels a bit guilty?”



    



    “Yeah, a little. Besides, I gain weight easily.”



    



    Wait… does he really?



    



    Out of habit, he had referred to his old body’s metabolism. According to Park Dong-ha, though, Yun Hye-an wasn’t the type to gain weight easily.



    



    Still, Hong-seo hadn’t dared to test that claim. He was too cautious for that. Even if his metabolism kept him from gaining weight, overindulgence could still take a toll on his figure and skin.



    



    “You’re so slim—one or two wouldn’t hurt, right? They’re delicious.”



    



    With a light chuckle, he nodded, recalling how Hae-sung had once said, *"You’re so thin. Maybe you should gain a little weight,"* as he gazed sympathetically at Hong-seo’s wrist, hesitant to reach for a macaron.



    



    Choosing a green one, which looked like matcha—just like the one Hae-sung had eaten that day—he took a bite. Perhaps it was just his imagination, but the taste and texture seemed identical to those of that day’s macarons.



    



    No matter how much tea he drank, his throat felt dry. A thought crept in: maybe this setup was something he had arranged for “Choi Hong-seo” today, even though he couldn’t be here.



    



    Could it be that he wanted “Yun Hye-an” to portray “Choi Hong-seo” for him?



    



    After the last consultation, when they’d ridden together in the car, he had gotten that impression. Especially when the subject of smoking came up, he’d been caught off guard by the way Hae-sung spoke to him, almost as if he were speaking to Choi Hong-seo. The tone of his voice, trembling ever so slightly, had sent his emotions reeling.



    



    This wasn’t like the subtle probing of “Yun Hye-an’s” reactions that had happened in the past. No, Hae-sung had simply been replaying moments shared with Choi Hong-seo, as if “Yun Hye-an” himself was an afterthought. The only thing he wanted from “Yun Hye-an” was to bring “Choi Hong-seo” to life. In that moment, that was how it had felt.



    



    That’s why he had gone ahead and brought the tie as well…



    



    Not that he could be sure. It was all just speculation.
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    Even after the interpreter excused herself and left, and even after he stood up and put on his bag, Choi Hong-seo couldn’t seem to walk away. The weight of a single tie felt like a heavy stone, making his mouth dry and his palms sweat.



    



    When Chief Kang returned to the living room after seeing off the interpreter, his expressionless face met Hong-seo’s, and any remaining courage he had vanished, leaving him feeling like a guilty child.



    



    Perhaps due to Lee Hae-sung’s instructions, Chief Kang had been kinder to him back when he was Choi Hong-seo. His tone and expressions had softened, and he had even awkwardly smiled from time to time. But now, Chief Kang felt as intimidating as he had been when they first met.



    



    It seemed as if he might stride over at any moment, glaring down at him with a fearsome look, like one of the Four Heavenly Kings, and demand, *"What is this little rat doing, hanging around the vice president?"*



    



    Fiddling with the string of the shopping bag, Hong-seo hesitantly said, “Then, I’ll be going now.”



    



    “I’ll escort you.”



    



    “No, it’s fine. I live just nearby.”



    



    “The vice president asked me to escort you.”



    



    “The vice president...?”



    



    The company division was an overwhelmingly complex event to Hong-seo. Even after reading all the detailed news articles, he understood only half of it. Every outlet was buzzing excitedly, proclaiming that this event would be historic for both groups, especially for the newly separated ARA Group. Remembering that Hae-sung had still taken the time to care about Yun Hye-an’s trip home, even with such an important event looming, Hong-seo gripped the shopping bag a little tighter.



    



    He knew that to Hae-sung, this might be a simple courtesy, just an obligation. It was clear that the only thing Hae-sung cared about was the “Choi Hong-seo” he glimpsed in “Yun Hye-an,” not “Yun Hye-an” himself.



    



    Hong-seo looked down at the shopping bag.



    



    Which was all the more reason he had to give this to him. He was not Yun Hye-an but Choi Hong-seo, and he had been the recipient of Hae-sung’s excessive care and affection.



    



    “Then, if you don’t mind, could you give this to the vice president?”



    



    Chief Kang’s rough but well-groomed hand took the deep purple shopping bag from him.



    



    “What would you like me to say?”



    



    With both hands empty now, Hong-seo held his bag straps tightly.



    



    “It’s nothing much… but I just wanted to thank him for being so thoughtful. And he gave me a birthday present last time, too, so…”



    



    “...”



    



    “I… caused so much trouble… and I’m sorry…”



    



    His voice trailed off, his nose stinging. He hadn’t been able to look at Chief Kang directly, so his gaze had been lingering around the shopping bag until it finally fell to the floor at his feet.



    



    “I understand. I’ll make sure he receives it,” said Chief Kang.



    



    Without looking back, and with only those words from Chief Kang, Hong-seo hurried out of the suite.



    



    He lingered on the hotel lobby floor, searching for anything he could buy, and ended up purchasing a few bottles of wine before getting into a taxi. Pulling his bucket hat down low, he tried to focus on the bright city nightscape outside the window. But it wasn’t easy.



    



    Sometimes this mismatch between his outward appearance and inner self was unbearably unsettling, unfair, and overwhelmingly frightening. Still, he was able to endure because of him. He didn’t want to think about anything else.



    



    Whether he was hated or doubted, he was still within his sight. Absorbed by that thought, the shock of living in another person’s body was somehow bearable.



    



    So, it was all thanks to Lee Hae-sung that he hadn’t gone mad. Even through hatred, he was being saved by him.



    



    “Hey, the Olympic Expressway is packed at this hour. If we take it, it’ll be another 40 minutes. Do you want me to take the Hakdong Road through Nonhyeon Station instead?”



    



    Nodding at the driver’s question, a tear slid down Hong-seo’s face from under the brim of his hat. Before it could fall to his lap, he quickly wiped it away with a cold hand.



    



    ■



    



    Park Dong-ha’s place near Bongeunsa Temple was an impressive, high-end officetel. Although smaller in scale than the brand-name officetel in Nonhyeon-dong where Yun Hye-an had lived, it was more elegant and sophisticated.



    



    After completing visitor registration in the lobby, he moved to the elevator hall. When he rang the doorbell, Yong-jae, who had arrived earlier, opened the door for him.



    



    “Didn’t I tell you to come empty-handed? What’s all this?”



    



    Though they’d seen each other just a few days ago, Yong-jae welcomed him as if it had been ages, and Hong-seo managed a faint smile as he stepped inside.



    



    “I’m not too familiar with wine, so I just bought what was recommended. Not sure if it’s any good.”



    



    The lack of warmth in the meticulously styled interior clashed oddly with the inviting smell of various foods.



    



    “Smells good, right? Dong-ha’s good at cooking. He’s making some snacks for us.”



    



    “Wine? Yun Hye-an brought wine over to our place?”



    



    Walking along the white marble corridor behind Yong-jae, who was carrying the wine bundle, he heard Park Dong-ha’s voice.



    



    At the end of the corridor, Dong-ha was bustling around in a vertically elongated kitchen.



    



    “You’re here? It’ll be ready soon, so just hang tight.”



    



    Dong-ha, tasting the red broth of a bubbling fishcake soup, greeted him with a slightly more subdued expression than usual.



    



    “Smells great. And the place is amazing.”



    



    Just as Yong-jae had said over the phone, Choi Hong-seo hadn’t exchanged a word with Park Dong-ha during the last scenario study meeting. It wasn’t that he ignored him when he tried to start a conversation; it was just awkward to face him. He had arrived right on time and left the moment the meeting ended. Even on the night of the birthday party, he had only sat at Director Kang’s table after leaving the lounge with Lee Hae-sung, then exited the club early. He couldn’t understand Dong-ha’s reason for organizing the gathering, and with his emotions running high, he didn’t trust himself to say anything polite.



    



    Now that some time had passed, his emotions had calmed, but he still found it hard to grasp the character of Park Dong-ha.



    



    “Right, hyung? This place is amazing, isn’t it? It’s my first time here too, but doesn’t it look like the kind of place managers in dramas would live?”



    



    Agreeing with the enthusiastic Yong-jae, who seemed even more excited than the homeowner himself, Hong-seo nodded with a smile and chose to take a look around the small living room instead of sitting down.



    



    The monotone space, austere to the point of seeming haughty, was furnished with modest items that could be found in any ordinary home.



    



    Hong-seo slowly examined the inexpensive, assembly-style shelves. There were fan-gifted artworks, figurines modeled after Dong-ha, and some framed photos that appeared to be family pictures.



    



    In one picture, taken in the yard of a country house, a smiling Park Dong-ha held a dog in his arms as he stood with his family.



    



    “What are you looking at, hyung? Oh, hey… Dong-ha, is this the new house you bought?”



    



    Peering over Hong-seo’s shoulder at the photos, Yong-jae turned to Dong-ha, who was adding chopped green onions to the fish cake stew and answered bashfully.



    



    “Oh, that picture? Yeah, that’s the house.”



    



    “Your father looks healthy too. Has he gotten a lot better?”



    



    Yong-jae asked with a look of concern.



    



    These were all stories that Hong-seo didn’t know. Glancing at Hong-seo’s curious expression, Dong-ha moved the pot of fish cake stew to the dining table and spoke calmly.



    



    “You probably don’t remember, hyung. My dad was really sick because of an accident.”



    



    Adding to this, Yong-jae explained that after struggling in his previous job, Dong-ha’s father had to work as a mover at a relatively late age and severely injured his back.



    



    “He tried hard, but he wasn’t experienced with physical labor. His back was already in bad shape.”



    



    The company, claiming that his back condition predated the job, refused to cover it as a work injury and gave him just one month’s wages before cutting him loose.



    



    “He needed an urgent surgery, but where could our family find that kind of money? Being in the entertainment industry, loans aren’t easy to get. And since I was nobody back then, I got turned down everywhere. Then our team disbanded too… back then, it was really…”



    



    Unable to finish, Dong-ha pressed his lips together. Yong-jae, whose eyes had turned red even though he already knew the story, spoke in a cheerful tone to lift Dong-ha’s spirits.



    



    “Come on, why bring up such old stuff? Look at you now. You’ve established yourself as an actor, bought a house for your parents—there’s nothing to worry about now! That’s what matters!”



    



    “It’s a house, but not even in Seoul, and half of it is still under a loan.”



    



    “Who cares if there’s a loan? Do you think it’s easy to provide a home for your parents at your age? You’ve done something admirable, Dong-ha.”



    



    “Yeah. That’s definitely something to be proud of.”



    



    Hong-seo, who had quietly listened, added his comment carefully. Both Yong-jae and Dong-ha turned their eyes toward him. They studied his expression, as if to check if he might be sarcastic. Clearly, the old image of Yun Hye-an still lingered strongly in their minds.



    



    “Well… hearing Yun Hye-an say it’s impressive makes me think maybe I really did do something amazing.”



    



    Dong-ha scrunched his nose, seemingly relieved, indicating that he didn’t take the comment as sarcasm.



    



    “Come on, sit down. Let’s eat and chat.”



    



    “I was waiting for that! I’ve been dying from the smell this whole time. Hyung, come on over.”



    



    Taking a seat at the generously set dining table, Yong-jae gestured for Hong-seo to join.



    



    As he approached the table, Hong-seo took another look around the house.



    



    A modest country house in Gyeonggi-do, bought for his family with a loan; humble trinkets on budget shelving; and then, this luxurious marble-lined officetel in Gangnam—somehow, it didn’t quite add up.



    



    A man who took out a loan to buy his family a modest house in Gyeonggi-do, yet paid hundreds of thousands in rent to live in an officetel like this? It seemed a bit contradictory.
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    “Anyway, it’s like a miracle that Hye-an hyung woke up, and Dong-ha, you’ve settled down and are doing well like this. On top of that, you’re both starring in Director Kang Woo-hyun’s film together… I have no worries these days.”



    



    Gathered around the round dining table, Yong-jae raised his glass in a toast and looked back and forth between Choi Hong-seo and Park Dong-ha, his face filled with emotion.



    



    “It would’ve been even better if we had been this successful when we were all in *Titan*.”



    



    Tears suddenly welled up in Yong-jae’s narrow, long eyes, and he lowered his head, his voice trembling as he continued.



    



    “Then you wouldn’t have had to suffer after leaving the company… and your father’s situation could have been handled better…”



    



    Park Dong-ha stepped in, placing a comforting hand on Yong-jae’s broad shoulders as he wiped away his tears.



    



    “Why are you feeling guilty about that, hyung? Anyway, you have to give credit to our soft-hearted Yong-jae hyung. I’m always worried he’ll get scammed one of these days.”



    



    Dong-ha’s cheerful tone was an attempt to lighten the mood, and his affection showed through. Whatever his uncertain attitude toward Yun Hye-an, it was clear that his words to Yong-jae were genuine.



    



    “Yong-jae hyung, did you get drunk off one sip of wine? Forget the wine; let’s crack open some soju instead!”



    



    Setting aside the wine that had been offered out of courtesy, Dong-ha quickly got up to bring some soju and glasses. Meanwhile, Yong-jae, who had managed to wipe his tears, took the soju with a reddened nose and spoke up.



    



    “*Titan* was my first team, you know. I really wanted to see it succeed. But now, except for you and hyung, the rest of them have left the entertainment world entirely…”



    



    Like the group *Layered*, which Choi Hong-seo had belonged to, *Titan* had struggled for years in an industry packed with idol groups without ever really standing out. It wasn’t until Yun Hye-an started acting that they gained popularity, and for a time, *Titan* was a group known mainly for Yun Hye-an’s success.



    



    There were plenty of cases where one member would gain popularity, gradually pulling the whole team up with them—it was even a common strategy for many idol groups. But in *Titan’s* case, Yun Hye-an left the group, eliminating the chance for the entire team to benefit from his rise.



    



    Even if Dong-ha or the other members resented Yun Hye-an for that decision, it was an understandable feeling.



    



    The issue was that the Yun Hye-an sitting in front of Dong-ha now was no longer that Yun Hye-an.



    



    As Dong-ha downed his shot of soju and took a sip of the spicy fish cake stew, he began to speak calmly.



    



    “The times when we couldn’t catch a break, performing at local grocery store events just to get by, or scraping by on ten bucks a week for food at the dorm…”



    



    “……”



    



    “And then, when a glimmer of opportunity finally came… yeah, that was thanks to you, hyung.”



    



    He placed his spoon down and gave a wry smile before leaning his elbows on the table and staring directly at Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “So, you really don’t remember any of that?”



    



    “What I was like, what *Titan* was like… I looked it up online. I don’t remember it, though.”



    



    As he gazed at Choi Hong-seo—no, at Yun Hye-an—Dong-ha poured himself another shot of soju and muttered as if to himself.



    



    “I see… well, at least you looked it up…”



    



    Despite Park Dong-ha’s usually combative attitude, there was a hint of resignation in him now. The tense, guarded atmosphere he had kept while observing “Yun Hye-an” seemed to have softened a little.



    



    Perhaps sensing it was time to give them some privacy, Yong-jae quietly got up from his seat after glancing between Dong-ha and Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “But where’s Romeo? And Tiffani, too—why are the cats our members raise all so unsociable?”



    



    “Romeo’s not like that. He’s probably hiding in the closet. Go and check.”



    



    “I saw him a few times when I visited before. I wonder if he’ll remember me?”



    



    “Romeo, Romeo? Here, kitty, kitty.”



    



    As Yong-jae disappeared down the hallway, calling for the cat, Choi Hong-seo turned to ask first.



    



    “You have a cat?”



    



    It was a simple question, but Dong-ha’s eyes sharpened as he glanced at “Yun Hye-an.” It was only for a brief moment, though. He might still be doubting Hye-an’s claims of remembering nothing.



    



    “I got him a bit later, after you started raising Tiffani.”



    



    Offering a toast to Choi Hong-seo, who rarely emptied his glass, Dong-ha extended his drink. After clinking glasses, he quickly downed his shot.



    



    “My family raised dogs for a long time, so I was originally more of a dog person. But after adopting Romeo, I found cats have their own charm.”



    



    Saying this, Dong-ha took a fish cake skewer from the pot, his face radiating the happiness of a proud cat owner.



    



    “I mean, I’ve always loved animals.”



    



    “……”



    



    “You, on the other hand, never used to like animals.”



    



    It was a casual remark, but it sparked curiosity in Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “Then why did I start raising Tiffani?”



    



    He doubted that Dong-ha would reveal the truth. Maybe there wasn’t any deep reason for why he had started raising Tiffani. He knew that Yun Hye-an hadn’t cared for Tiffani properly. Some people adopted pets with no deeper thought, treating them like cute accessories.



    



    Setting down the empty skewer, Dong-ha looked straight at Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “Who knows? You’ve always been impulsive and fickle.”



    



    From what he’d casually gathered from Yong-jae, it didn’t seem like Dong-ha and Yun Hye-an had stayed close or frequently kept in touch after the group disbanded. In fact, Dong-ha might have been the closest person to him, which showed just how shallow Yun Hye-an’s relationships were. The likelihood was high that Dong-ha didn’t know why Hye-an had suddenly decided to get a cat, or why he had attempted to take his own life.



    



    As if it were no big deal, Dong-ha refilled his glass and emptied it once again, drinking rather quickly. After a moment of hesitation, as if summoning the courage to talk about something difficult, he finally spoke.



    



    “I didn’t expect that to happen on your birthday.”



    



    Dong-ha’s gaze fell somewhere on the table, his eyes slightly glassy from the alcohol.



    



    “Yeah, Jaewon and his crew are scum, but it’s true you used to hang out with them. Jaewon was always pulling that kind of stunt, but you used to join right in with them and wouldn’t have fallen for that crap!”



    



    Dong-ha’s voice grew increasingly strained, almost pained by the end. His troubled expression was like a child upset over an unintended mistake.



    



    Jaewon had been one of the idols at the party who had clung to “Yun Hye-an” that night.



    



    Taking another shot of soju, Dong-ha wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.



    



    “I never thought you’d be so flustered and struggle like that…”



    



    “So, did you invite them that night just to see how I’d react?”



    



    Dong-ha looked up sharply, shaking his head.



    



    “No!”



    



    “……”



    



    “It wasn’t that…! You have to believe me.”



    



    That night, I remembered Haeseong holding back “Jaewon” as if he was about to rush at him. Dong-ha’s face back then had been frozen with disbelief at what he’d witnessed.



    



    “Fine, I’ll believe you, so trust me too.”



    



    “……”



    



    “That I really can’t remember anything.”



    



    With a somewhat reluctant expression, Dong-ha pressed his lips together. But he no longer looked like he didn’t believe a word “Yun Hye-an” said or was probing for flaws.



    



    Of course, it was still possible that everything about Dong-ha was an act. That suspicion went both ways, after all. Both “Yun Hye-an” and Dong-ha were wary of each other, wondering if the other was pretending. But if he was going to continue as Yun Hye-an, he wanted the chance for things to improve. Living exactly like the old Yun Hye-an was the last thing he wanted.



    



    *Tap, tap, tap, tap.*



    



    Breaking the silence, light footsteps echoed across the marble floor. Looking down the hallway, he saw a calico cat with white, brown, and black fur appear. With curious eyes, the cat stared at the unfamiliar visitor, Choi Hong-seo, and, tail high, slowly approached him.



    



    The cat circled his legs for a moment, then looked up at him with a soft “meow,” as if inviting him to pick it up. Carefully, Choi Hong-seo placed the cat on his lap and began to pet it. He was both moved and oddly guilty; he had never held Tiffani like this. Although, knowing Tiffani, she probably wouldn’t even be jealous…



    



    “This little guy really seems to like you. Is Tiffani still cold toward you these days?”



    



    “No, she’s not like that much anymore.”



    



    “No way—she’s still so aloof despite all the care you give her?”



    



    Quietly watching Choi Hong-seo and the cat, Dong-ha poured soju into Yong-jae’s glass, inviting him for another round.



    



    Having drunk almost three bottles of soju on his own, Park Dong-ha was quite drunk. By the time the gathering was breaking up, his cheeks were flushed red, and anyone could tell he was heavily intoxicated. Holding Romeo in his arms, he waved the cat's front paws as he saw Yong-jae and Choi Hong-seo off.



    



    As soon as they got into the taxi, Choi Hong-seo immediately searched for Lee Haeseong's name. He was curious if any new news or photos had surfaced in the meantime.



    



    He had been preoccupied with wondering what Lee Haeseong would think or how he would react upon receiving the tie he had passed through Manager Kang. This had been the reason he had agreed to Yong-jae's suggestion to drink at Park Dong-ha's house, but it had been useless. It was as if his efforts were being mocked; his thoughts on the matter hadn't budged at all, remaining frozen in place, waiting for Choi Hong-seo.
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A few more articles had been published, but they contained the same content as what Choi Hong-seo had seen in the afternoon, and there were no new photos.


 






 



Whether he was relieved or disappointed by the fact that there had been no updates was hard to tell. As he stuffed his phone into his pocket, Choi Hong-seo exhaled deeply, as if to calm himself.


 






 



He hadn’t thought he was drunk, but by the time he was entering his home and typing in the door lock password, he could feel the alcohol starting to hit him. He desperately wanted to lie down. He was glad that he could probably fall asleep right away without any unnecessary thoughts.


 






 



When the door opened and the sensor light turned on, Tiffany, who had been drinking water on the floor, looked up at him. As soon as he took off his shoes and stepped inside, Tiffany scurried up to the cat pole. Tiffany, who was avoiding him as if she were meeting a stranger, made Choi Hong-seo feel oddly disappointed today.


 






 



Without even putting down his bag, he went straight to the cat pole and lightly tapped Tiffany’s front paw.


 






 



“Tiffany, are you mad because I came home late?”


 






 



This time, Tiffany didn’t answer.


 






 



“Or is there nothing to be mad about? Do you not care if I’m here or not?”


 






 



Tiffany, sitting in the dim light coming through the partially closed blinds, stuck out her small tongue and licked her lips. Watching this, Choi Hong-seo smiled weakly, and a question suddenly popped into his head.


 






 



If Park Dong-ha had always liked dogs more than cats, why did he choose to raise a cat instead of a dog as a pet?


 






 



But it was just a fleeting question. It wasn’t something worth pondering seriously.


 






 



Tiffany, who had allowed him to touch her paws for a while, seemed to have grown tired of it and swiftly pulled her paw back. Choi Hong-seo put his bag down and headed to the bathroom.


 






 



However, even after turning off the lights and lying down, he found it hard to sleep. After taking a shower, he felt more alert. He tossed and turned for a while, staring at the faint light filtering through the half-closed blinds.


 






 



The anxiety he felt when he was cut off from the outside world hadn’t changed, so he couldn’t bring himself to close the blinds completely. Still, when he started feeling uneasy, he looked up at the cat pole by his feet. Occasionally, Tiffany’s rustling sounds as she roamed the small apartment were a comforting white noise for him.


 






 



Tonight, she was curled up in the basket of the cat pole, already asleep.


 






 



Vrrm, vrrm.


 






 



The vibration of his phone, which was placed next to his pillow, caused Tiffany to perk up her ears and immediately lift her head.


 






 



Although the vibration wasn’t that strong, Tiffany had sharp hearing. Choi Hong-seo, quickly grabbing his phone to silence it, froze in place.


 






 



His heart skipped a beat, and he was too startled to sit up. It felt as if a ghost were behind him; he stayed motionless under the covers, his eyes wide open, his breath barely audible.


 






 



“Carrot seller.”


 






 



The name that appeared on the bright screen was definitely “Carrot seller.”


 






 



His heart, which had stopped, began to beat rapidly, far faster than usual. His pulse felt as if it might burst through his body at any moment.


 






 



Soon, his entire body started to tremble. He struggled to keep his breathing steady. Roughly brushing his hair aside, he sat up. Kneeling on the bed, he gripped the phone tightly in both hands, staring at the name on the screen.


 






 



He had given this number to him for consultation. However, all communications about the time and place of the meeting had been handled through Manager Kang. He had never spoken to Lee Haeseong directly. He had never given his personal number to him either. Moreover, this number was his private one, the kind he didn’t share with anyone.


 






 



Was he calling Yoon Hye-an now?


 






 



Or was he calling Choi Hong-seo?


 






 



While trembling, as if holding onto a bomb, the vibration faded. The trembling stopped, like the deep sleep of a child who had finally calmed down. The screen went dark again.


 






 



Tears suddenly streamed down his face.


 






 



Once the tears started, they couldn’t be stopped.


 






 



Still holding his phone tightly with both hands, his upper body collapsed. His shoulders shook, and irregular sobs escaped. The sight of him kneeling and lying face down on the bed looked like a sinner praying for forgiveness.


 






 



He wanted to answer the call. Just like before. He wanted to be the kind of person who could pick up the phone without hesitation, saying, “Yes, it’s me.”


 






 



He wanted to talk about how he spent the day, how he passed the time while they were apart… He wanted to talk about the little things until he fell asleep, just like before.


 






 



But he couldn’t do that.


 






 



Was he supposed to pretend to be Yoon Hye-an, receive the call, and act surprised that it was Lee Haeseong calling?


 






 



Or should he pretend to be Choi Hong-seo, even though he already knew the private phone number that he had never been given?


 






 



After the phone’s vibration had stopped, Choi Hong-seo wiped his face with his hands, still holding the phone tightly.


 






 



“…?”


 






 



Tiffany, who had somehow gotten close, was licking the hand that held the phone.


 






 



As usual, the cat’s face was expressionless. She licked his fingers with her small tongue, then lay down in front of him, rolling over to show her belly. It was a signal that it was okay to touch her.


 






 



Her proud, almost triumphant attitude, as if believing that all his sadness would disappear if he just petted her, made Choi Hong-seo smile.


 






 



Wiping his tear-streaked face, and then shedding new tears, he could still smile.


 






 








For the first time, he stroked Tiffany’s soft, warm belly, burying his face in her fur and crying.





"Carrot Seller," he had saved his number under that name, secretly, and he never expected a call from him again.





A missed call from "Carrot Seller."





To Choi Hong-seo, that felt like a miracle, even greater than waking up in Yoon Hye-an's body.





Lying down side by side, with Tiffany tightly held in her arms, she clung to the little one’s warmth.





She was thankful to Yoon Hye-an for leaving Tiffany behind and taking care of her.





---





The man sitting in the chair with a low backrest remained still for a long time. The study, lit only by the lamp in the corner, was dim.





Although it was past midnight, and the fatigue from his workday was heavy, Lee Hae-seong had been holed up in the study for over 30 minutes without even changing his clothes.





Dressed in a suit, he had taken off his jacket but remained frozen in the same position, leaning on the armrest with his elbow and his chin resting in his hand. He stared at the objects on the table in front of him for a long time.





A ribbon was undone, hanging down from the table, and a long, dark purple box was partially open. A thin piece of tracing paper rested over it, with a diagonal stripe tie of blue and gray.





"Hmm..."





A heavy sigh escaped from his closed lips as Lee Hae-seong slowly ran his hand across his mouth. As he shifted his posture, the fabric of his shirt rustled against the chair’s backrest.





He looked again at the small card placed under the tie. He couldn’t bring himself to touch it.





“To me, you are… someone who seems like you could do anything… as if you could control the whole world.”





Did that naive, almost childlike phrase, with no logical basis, give him strength? Did the child realize that he had?





Perhaps he had wanted to ask Yoon Hye-an about it.





Did he know how precious he was to me? Had my feelings not been conveyed enough? Did he know that I wanted to love him more, for a longer time, and be together? Feeling frustrated, he may have even considered consulting a shaman to try and contact the deceased, wondering whether to ask Yoon Hye-an about it.





Lee Hae-seong got up and picked up the memo from his desk.





It had Yoon Hye-an's contact number written in Manager Kang's handwriting.





Standing at his desk, he pulled out his phone and dialed the eleven digits.





He wasn’t intending to thank him for the gift. It wasn’t about asking what the striped tie meant, how he knew about the phrase on the card, or whether the child had intentionally mimicked his handwriting. At this point, questioning any of that felt pointless. Yoon Hye-an no longer denied that he knew.





Before the tenth ring, Lee Hae-seong hung up.





He couldn’t believe what he had just done. He almost threw the phone onto the desk.





He walked toward the window in an attempt to escape. He parted the blinds with his fingers and peered outside through the gap.





If Yoon Hye-an had answered, what would he have said?





Despite his effort to avoid it, he couldn’t deceive himself.





"Hello? It's me, who is this? Lee Hae-seong…" Those would likely have been the words exchanged. Or maybe, Yoon Hye-an might have already known the number.





"I received the gift you sent through Manager Kang, thank you."





Then, no matter what Yoon Hye-an said in response, Lee Hae-seong would have likely said:





"Could you come over here right now?"





It was a terrifying thought.
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On days when there was a script study, there was no shortage of conversation at Director Kang Woo-hyun’s house. After the serious and passionate study sessions, the atmosphere would change, and the group would chat happily, bouncing between various topics.


 






 



“Yesterday, I went to the set with PD Song, and I was so excited to see how amazing our mansion is being built! Look, I took pictures of it for every room.”


 






 



Director Kang proudly showed the actors the pictures he had taken of the set.


 






 



Since the movie *Cream Mansion* revolved around mysterious events happening among the residents of a mansion, most of the scenes were shot on set. Shooting on set was much more convenient since it was less affected by changes in the time of day or the weather, and everyone was welcoming that aspect of the production. Of course, in Kang Woo-hyun’s films, the real focus wasn’t the set but the acting itself. He was a director who wouldn’t settle for mediocre performances.


 






 



“And remember the ritual I mentioned for our movie? It’s finally scheduled for next week. The person coming is very busy, so it took a lot of time to coordinate.”


 






 



Director Kang waved his hand, acting a bit dramatic, and continued.


 






 



“Because of the ritual, there won’t be a script study next week, so just keep that in mind. But even though there’s no study, don’t slack off on your script research and acting practice.”


 






 



Once the topic of the ritual came up, the actors’ attention shifted completely from the set pictures to the ritual. It seemed that Kang’s warning went unheard as a couple of actors began whispering among themselves.


 






 



“Director, I heard the person coming for the ritual is very famous.”


 






 



Kim Yi-jung’s voice caught everyone’s attention.


 






 



“They say regular people can’t even make a reservation. They only accept new guests through introductions from existing customers… Is there any way you could help me get a business card?”


 






 



“Oh? Yi-jung, you’re interested in that sort of thing? I thought today’s generation would just treat shamanism as old-fashioned.”


 






 



Director Kang seemed pleased by Kim Yi-jung’s interest.


 






 



“My parents are both uninterested in that kind of thing, but one of my distant relatives is a shaman. We weren’t very close, but we lived nearby, so we kept in touch, and for some reason, I’ve always felt comfortable with them. I move on days without bad luck, I go to check my fortune at the beginning of the year… Oh, and before important auditions, I always ask the fortune teller what I should wear or carry with me.”


 






 



“Really? So, did you do that for your *Cream Mansion* audition?”


 






 



“They told me to wear a blue outfit and white shoes, so I did, and I got the part.”


 






 



A world of their own quickly formed between Kim Yi-jung and Director Kang, and no one else could easily join in.


 






 



It was somewhat surprising to Choi Hong-seo that Kim Yi-jung was interested in shamanism. She had always seemed like someone who would prefer tarot readings over consulting a shaman.


 






 



“Come on, it wasn’t because of that that you got the part, Yi-jung. It’s because of your acting skills. If auditions could be won with that kind of thing, there wouldn’t be a single actor in this industry struggling.”


 






 



The one who interrupted their conversation was Seo Jun-young.


 






 



“That stuff is fine as a bit of fun, but if you take it too seriously, it’s a bit much. It’s not scientifically proven, after all.”


 






 



Though he seemed curious as he listened to their conversation, Seo Jun-young shook his head, talking about science. Kim Yi-jung, who had been looking at him with a bored expression, suddenly tilted her head and smiled slyly.


 






 



“Senior, you seem to know a lot about science?”


 






 



“......”


 






 



“As far as I know, your academic performance wasn’t that impressive, though.”


 






 



Everyone looked at Kim Yi-jung’s reply with a mix of interest, though they tried not to show it outwardly.


 






 



Choi Hong-seo had learned that Kim Yi-jung was dating the son of a famous car company owner. A scandal broke out when they were photographed by paparazzi, but unlike most scandals involving chaebols and celebrities, they openly acknowledged their relationship and enjoyed public dates.


 






 



Seo Jun-young, who was a bit reckless with his words, was careful not to treat Kim Yi-jung too casually. After all, he was someone who naturally became humble around those with power.


 






 



“Okay, does everyone have time after this?”


 






 



The atmosphere shifted when the supervising PD, who had briefly stepped away, returned.


 






 



“Our investor, Vice President Lee Hae-seong… no, he asked to host a company dinner.”


 






 



When Lee Hae-seong’s name came up, Choi Hong-seo froze for a moment, unsure of when the right time to get up would be. On the other hand, everyone else cheered and seemed excited.


 






 



“The investor is treating us to a nice meal, so please try to attend. If anyone can’t make it, let me know. I’ll send you the location via messenger, so just head there.”


 






 



Before the PD finished speaking, everyone quickly got up, excited and bustling around. Some gathered their things, others called their managers to arrange for a car, and some even wondered if they should cancel previous appointments. They were all looking forward to the dinner hosted by Lee Hae-seong, the investor of ARA.


 






 



Among them, Choi Hong-seo, who was slowly putting the script into his bag, heard Park Dong-ha’s cheerful voice at his ear.


 






 



“PD, so Vice President Lee will be coming to the dinner, right?”


 






 



“Yes, he’s coming directly there.”


 






 



“It’s great! I was a bit disappointed that I couldn’t see him during the study session today, but this works out perfectly.”


 






 



“What? Dong-ha, did you get close to Vice President Lee?”


 






 



“No, not really… I just briefly talked about movies when I was invited to his house last time. I wanted to tell him what I thought of the movie he recommended, but I couldn’t meet him last time.”


 






 



Though Park Dong-ha claimed he wasn’t close to Lee Hae-seong, he subtly revealed that he had shared a conversation unrelated to *Cream Mansion* with the vice president. But the tone wasn’t boastful; rather, it had an innocent pride, almost like a child. This made the supervising PD and those around them view his words affectionately.


 






 








Movie talk...





As Lee Hae-seong was grilling meat in front of the barbecue grill, Park Dong-ha seemed to talk to him for a long time, and it appeared that they had discussed movies. It was probably during that time that he had invited him to the birthday party.





Something in her chest ached, as if someone was forcing open her ribcage. Even though she had seen and heard everything—the fact that *Choi Hong-seo* was still the only one in his heart, even though he was receiving such precious love—she felt jealous just because Park Dong-ha had had that conversation with him alone. She was embarrassed by her own feelings.





If she didn’t want to share him, then she shouldn’t have let him go. *You let him go.*





It was one thing for her heart to feel jealousy uncontrollably, but she didn’t have the right to express it.





Choi Hong-seo, with her bag strap crossing her chest, hesitantly approached the supervising PD.





“PD, I think I’ll have to skip the dinner.”





“...Hye-an, why? Are you not feeling well again?”





The PD looked at her with a concerned expression, carefully studying her face. As Kim Yi-jung, who was passing by on her way to the dinner venue, overheard the conversation, she quietly approached and spoke.





“Hye-an, you’re skipping the dinner?”





“I’m not feeling well, so I think it would be better for me to rest at home.”





“Too bad. I can’t even persuade you to come since you’re not feeling well.”





“I’m not weak.”





“Didn’t you collapse in the bathroom?”





“That was a special case, but normally I’m strong.”





“Hmmm…”





Kim Yi-jung frowned, as if not entirely trusting her, and clicked her tongue. Then, she lightly patted Choi Hong-seo’s shoulder.





“If you even have the slightest cold, you need to take care of yourself. Get some good rest, then.”





It seemed a bit funny that she wasn’t saying anything more, but after telling Park Dong-ha she couldn’t make it to the dinner, she took a car driven by Yong-jae and headed down to Pyeongchang-dong.





Saying she wasn’t feeling well wasn’t entirely a lie. After all, both physical and emotional conditions played a role in how she felt.





A few days ago, ARA Group had successfully completed its separation from Han-seo Group. She had seen the news article with a picture of Lee Hae-seong visiting the Han-seo Holdings building.





But Lee Hae-seong was not wearing the tie that *Yun Hye-an* had given him.





In front of the flashing cameras, Lee Hae-seong stepped out of the back of a sedan, expressionless, buttoning his jacket.





With a suit so dark it was almost black, the tie he had chosen was the one *Choi Hong-seo* had given him.





She had checked it several times through the photos and videos, and it was undeniably that tie.





It was the tie she had bought at the duty-free shop on the way back from Ho Chi Minh, intending to gift it to him.





She had felt that the gift might seem insignificant to someone who could get anything he wanted, but she knew he wouldn’t judge the value of a gift based on such things.





“Did you pick this out thinking of me?”





He had looked so moved, as if he had gained the entire world over such a small gift as a tie.





“It’s really beautiful.”





And that was when they had shared their first proper kiss in his car.





A normal first kiss, exchanging feelings and connecting with the person they liked—something most people experience at least once.





And on the day that everyone said would be the most important moment in ARA Group’s history, it was that tie he chose.





It seemed like his answer to *Yun Hye-an*’s gift.





Her heart still belonged only to *Choi Hong-seo*, and there was no place for *Yun Hye-an*. It was a clear answer, louder than words, that no substitute was needed. Her feelings for him were only tied to *Choi Hong-seo*. Anything else had no meaning.





She thought about how happy and undeserved this love was.





Lee Hae-seong still loved *Choi Hong-seo*. He loved her so deeply.





So perhaps the pain in his chest was because of that happiness. His love was as painful as it was happy.





When you try to fit something too big into something too small, the small thing can tear or break. That’s why it hurt. His love was simply too big for her narrow heart.





“Hyung, should we stop somewhere and get dinner to take home?”





Yong-jae’s voice came from the driver’s seat, and Choi Hong-seo closed her eyes slowly. She didn’t think she could answer in a nonchalant voice.





“Are you going to sleep?”





When she didn’t respond again, Yong-jae quietly lowered the volume of the radio. After the DJ introduced the song in a soothing voice, a clear, pure voice of a young boy followed. Choi Hong-seo unconsciously listened to the fairy-tale-like melody and lyrics, bitterly smiling to herself so that Yong-jae wouldn’t notice.





People say that when the lyrics of a popular song seem to be about your life, it means you’re in love. It seemed that she was no exception. The song's lyrics made her want to pray.





In this unbelievable dream, she wished she could ask for endless courage and wisdom to protect him and stay by his side...
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    “This place has such a great vibe. How did I not know about it?”



    



    “Right? The exterior looks like a gallery, not a wine bar. Our manager drove around here several times, thinking it wasn’t this place.”



    



    “Thank you, Vice President, for inviting us to such a nice spot.”



    



    “No, it was a sudden suggestion, so I’m the one who’s grateful you accepted.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had arrived first at the wine bar for the dinner, greeted the actors as they arrived one by one.



    



    “This is the place where we had our first dinner before the movie was canceled. It's been a while since I've been here!”



    



    “Really? These wine bars all seem the same, so I got tired of them, but this place is really nice.”



    



    The actors wandered around the wine bar, taking photos and waiting for the others to arrive. As one actor had said, this was the location where Choi Hong-seo had her first dinner when she played the role of Hwang Ji-woo.



    



    At that time, among the many people involved, everyone was focused on their key roles—investors and lead actors—and there was no opportunity to exchange proper words. It was before she had confessed her feelings to Lee Hae-seong, and back then, Choi Hong-seo was very guarded around him, so it was a delicate situation. It would have been a huge problem if she had run away in fear.



    



    Even so, Lee Hae-seong could tell that Choi Hong-seo was conscious of him.



    



    Even amidst the crowd, he could quickly sense her gaze. It felt like the gaze was pressing against his skin.



    



    But when he looked over, she would quickly turn her head, pretending not to look. Seeing her face, as though she thought she was avoiding him skillfully, only made him smile even more.



    



    It was the first time Lee Hae-seong had experienced a relationship like this. He wasn't the type to enjoy the so-called "flirty" phase that others would call sweet and sour, and he had never really put effort into starting, continuing, or ending a relationship.



    



    He had never tried to win someone’s heart, and if he felt it wasn’t working, he simply moved on without any effort. Relationships always felt more like obligations and burdens, and he tended to be with people who shared that view.



    



    The curiosity to know more, the joy of looking at someone and feeling happy, the effort to approach them sincerely without overwhelming them—this was all new to Lee Hae-seong.



    



    Thinking back to the thrilling moment when he and Choi Hong-seo had exchanged glances here, Lee Hae-seong slowly emptied his glass of wine.



    



    Since the actors had come using their own cars, they all arrived at different times.



    



    Once most of the seats were filled and the ordered dishes and wine were served, Lee Hae-seong noticed that *Yun Hye-an* still hadn’t arrived. It made him realize that the delay wasn’t due to just her being late.



    



    “Vice President, are you eating too?”



    



    “Yes, I’m eating.”



    



    “It looks like you’re just drinking. The abalone with butter you recommended is really delicious. You should try it.”



    



    “That’s right. The abalone is so tender, not chewy but soft and delicate.”



    



    Although Lee Hae-seong took a piece of abalone at the urging of those around him, he didn’t really savor it. His attention kept drifting towards the entrance of the private room. How long had it been? As he was about to check his wristwatch, someone spoke to him again.



    



    “Vice President, I watched the movie you recommended last time!”



    



    Park Dong-ha, sitting at the opposite side of the large table where everyone was gathered, spoke with a youthful face, emphasizing the movie title.



    



    “You recommended *Happy Together*!”



    



    “Oh, did you enjoy it?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong remembered the day they had a barbecue on the rooftop garden of his house in Seocho-dong. Someone had asked him to recommend a movie with a good OST, so he had suggested a film by Wong Kar-wai.



    



    “I didn’t know *Tango* could be such a sad and beautiful song. The OST was great, and the cinematography and the actors' performances... everything was amazing! It made me want to travel to Argentina.”



    



    Although Park Dong-ha was excitedly talking about the movie, Lee Hae-seong’s mind was elsewhere. After taking a sip of wine and setting the glass down, he quickly responded in a slightly anxious tone.



    



    “I’m glad you liked it. If you liked *Chun Kwang Sa Seol*, you’ll probably enjoy the director’s *In the Mood for Love* as well.”



    



    Before Park Dong-ha could speak again, Lee Hae-seong swiftly shifted his attention.



    



    “Song PD.”



    



    “Yes, Vice President.”



    



    “Have all the actors arrived? I don’t see *Yun Hye-an*.”



    



    “Ah... actually, Hye-an couldn’t make it today.”



    



    The supervising PD, sitting next to Lee Hae-seong, lowered his body slightly to make eye contact and put down his wine glass.



    



    “What happened?”



    



    “She said she wasn’t feeling well.”



    



    “Not feeling well?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong’s voice stiffened for a moment. His brows furrowed, and in a voice mixed with anger, he asked.



    



    “Did she have cold sweats or vomiting symptoms?”



    



    “No, she didn’t seem to have anything like that... She just said she wasn’t feeling well and thought it would be better to rest at home. She didn’t seem very sick.”



    



    Although the PD tried to downplay the situation, Lee Hae-seong didn’t feel reassured.



    



    The image of *Yun Hye-an* collapsing in the bathroom of the rooftop garden flashed in his mind.



    



    The sweat that soaked into the car seat, and the feverish, glazed eyes that had looked at him from the hospital bed.



    



    “You’re not saying she was pretending to faint, right? You believe that now, don’t you?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong clutched his phone and quickly left the table.



    



    In the corridor of the wine bar, which was made up only of private rooms, the sounds of conversations and laughter from each room were almost inaudible. The faint sounds that slipped through blended with the soft jazz music, becoming part of the melody.



    



    Lee Hae-seong leaned against the wall, one shoulder pressed against it, with his hand in his pocket.



    



    In the dim corridor, the faint light from his phone screen reflected softly on his face.



    



    He slowly dialed a number he had only kept in his memory, not written down anywhere. But his fingers, growing slower, couldn’t finish pressing all the eleven digits and stopped.



    



    Lost in thought with his lips tightly pressed together, Lee Hae-seong lowered his gaze to look at the tie around his neck. With his long, large fingers neatly arranged, he traced the tie from the knot to the wide end, gently smoothing it.



    



    A diagonal stripe pattern in shades of blue and gray.



    



    It was the tie he had received from Yun Hye-an.



    



    Standing by the wall, his fingers fiddling with the tie's end, Lee Hae-seong suddenly turned around. His footsteps quickened as he seemed to have made up his mind, heading back toward the room.



    



    ---



    



    *Meow, meow.*



    



    Tiffany sat at Choi Hong-seo’s feet, crying.



    



    “Are you wondering what I’m doing? I’m trying to make something tasty for Tiffany. But you’ll have to wait a bit.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, washing some sweet pumpkin and carrots at the sink, looked down at Tiffany intermittently.



    



    Tiffany, who had been staring up with an intense focus, seemed to understand, as she got up and left the kitchen.



    



    Laughing as she watched the cat’s retreating figure, Choi Hong-seo began peeling the vegetables she had washed. In the pot, there were heated pollack and chicken breasts waiting, without any water added yet.



    



    Instead of attending the dinner, today she was making Tiffany's special treat. Although she wasn’t particularly good at cooking, nor interested in it, making a treat for Tiffany wasn’t troublesome.



    



    She definitely wanted to attend the dinner. Even if she couldn’t speak a word to him, just being in the same space would have been enough.



    



    But what scared her was how Lee Hae-seong would treat Yun Hye-an after choosing the tie that Choi Hong-seo had given him. She wasn’t ready to face him yet, even though she knew she wouldn’t be able to avoid him forever.



    



    After cutting the sweet pumpkin and carrots into larger chunks, she placed them in the pot and added water to start cooking.



    



    She then checked the next recipe on her phone, which was sitting on the table.



    



    “Next, I need to blanch broccoli and cabbage… Broccoli and... cabbage.”



    



    As she turned back toward the sink, her phone vibrated. Without thinking, she turned back around and glanced at the screen, her body still in a strange, twisted posture as she stared at the phone.



    



    *Carrot Seller.*



    



    Her mouth went dry, and her breath quickened. She wiped her wet hands on her forehead with the back of her hand. What should she do? Should she answer?



    



    In the midst of her panic, the call ended.



    



    Fumbling, she grabbed the towel from the kitchen and dried her hands. Staring blankly at the table, she had forgotten what she was supposed to do next, standing there as if she had dropped something.



    



    *Bzzz, bzzz. Bzzz.*



    



    Unbelievably, the "Carrot Seller" was calling again.



    



    This time was different from the last when the call had been cut off after about ten rings, and no one had called back. She counted to five—if the call didn’t end by the time she reached five, she would answer. Slowly, she counted each number on her fingers.



    



    The phone continued to ring relentlessly.



    



    With trembling hands, Choi Hong-seo reached for the phone. After connecting the call, she froze, as if she had forgotten how to speak.



    



    [Seems like you know this number.]



    



    It was Lee Hae-seong who broke the silence.



    



    “What... is it?”



    



    His voice sounded as though he hadn’t spoken all day, and it barely came out.



    



    [You said you weren’t feeling well.]



    



    “No... It’s not... I’m not sick, actually.”



    



    [If you're not sick, then why didn’t you come to the dinner?]



    



    “......”



    



    Because I’m scared. I’m scared of seeing you, Vice President.



    



    She couldn’t say that, so she scratched the edge of the table with her hand instead.



    



    After a soft, sweet sigh, which sounded like one she had made in the past when she was still Choi Hong-seo, he spoke again.



    



    [I’m outside your house now.]
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    After a soft and sweet sigh, which seemed familiar, as if it was something Choi Hong-seo had heard before, he spoke.



    



    [I'm outside your house now.]



    



    Choi Hong-seo thought she must have heard it wrong, and she hoped she had. She was even more shocked by this statement than when she had seen "Carrot Seller" on the screen earlier.



    



    [You said you could find out where Yun Hye-an’s house is if you put your mind to it.]



    



    “......”



    



    [I've breached some privacy.]



    



    ‘Do you really think it would be so hard to find out Yun Hye-an’s home address if I really wanted to?’



    



    ‘But that would be an invasion of privacy.’



    



    His voice, lacking any humor, was referencing a previous conversation they had. However, Choi Hong-seo couldn’t laugh because she was too focused on what he meant by saying he was outside her house. This was an unexpected situation, and her mind couldn’t catch up with what was happening.



    



    [Did you hang up the phone? Am I talking to myself here?]



    



    “No... I’m listening.”



    



    [Are you alone?]



    



    “Yes.”



    



    [Then, would you mind serving me a cup of tea?]



    



    “Pardon??”



    



    She unconsciously raised her voice, her eyes wide.



    



    [I came all this way, and all I ask is for a cup of tea. Is that really so surprising?]



    



    “I-I’ll come down right now!”



    



    Only then did she snap back to her senses. Not knowing what to do first, she rushed back and forth between the table and the sink, moving around in a frenzy.



    



    [I’ve already gotten off the elevator.]



    



    Choi Hong-seo’s legs suddenly froze, as though a rock had fallen on her foot. No matter how hard she tried to think, no solutions came to mind.



    



    “My... my place is small and messy... um, if you go a bit further down the alley, there’s a café. You can wait there, and I’ll be right over.”



    



    [Are you trying to chase me away after I came all this way to check on you?]



    



    “......”



    



    [And I left the dinner I hosted for this.]



    



    She could tell he was trying to guilt-trip her into opening the door. He was determined to come inside, using the same pushy approach that she had never experienced when he was Choi Hong-seo. It was a side of Lee Hae-seong she hadn’t seen before.



    



    [If you’re not sick, there’s no reason not to show your face.]



    



    Was he thinking that Yun Hye-an was pretending not to be sick? Did he come all the way here to confirm that?



    



    In the small one-room apartment, every sound in the hallway could be heard. Slowly, the sound of his footsteps stopped right outside the door.



    



    [Or is there something I shouldn’t see?]



    



    Now, his voice echoed in both the phone and outside the front door, in double layers.



    



    At the moment he said that, Choi Hong-seo’s eyes darted to the head of the bed. She threw her phone onto the table and hurriedly ran toward the bed, almost tumbling over. Her posters, which she cherished even though they were inexpensive, were slightly torn at the corners, but she didn’t care and ripped them off hastily.



    



    “Just, just a moment! Ten seconds!”



    



    She shouted toward the front door.



    



    Holding the posters in her hand, she nervously scanned the cramped apartment. She hid the bundle of paper underneath the blanket, then ran toward the door without even glancing in the mirror.



    



    One, two... she released the safety lock, three, unlocked the door, four, placed her hand on the handle. Five... even after counting to five, she wasn’t ready. She squeezed her eyes shut and then opened them before finally unlocking the door.



    



    “......”



    



    Like a lie, he was really standing there, just outside the door.



    



    It wasn’t because she didn’t want him there, but because she was so shocked that it was too overwhelming to accept in one go, she almost shut the door again. In fact, she stepped back and even pulled the door a little. If he hadn’t grabbed the edge of the door and pulled it open, she might have closed it.



    



    Lee Hae-seong’s eyes swept over her flushed face and disheveled breathing from hurriedly hiding the posters.



    



    “Were you working out or something?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, using her fingers to smooth her hair, averted her gaze slightly.



    



    “No... come in.”



    



    Reluctantly, she stepped aside to let him enter.



    



    “I didn’t bring anything because I came so quickly. But Yun Hye-an brought me flowers last time.”



    



    “Don’t worry about it.”



    



    He took off his shoes and entered the apartment, facing Choi Hong-seo without even glancing at the room.



    



    “You’re hiding your symptoms, aren’t you? Didn’t the doctor tell you not to hold back?”



    



    “No, it’s just that I’m a little under the weather.”



    



    “......”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had been silently staring at her, draped his jacket over the back of the chair. With a look of disbelief, he took a few steps closer.



    



    “Let’s check if you really have no fever.”



    



    As he moved to touch her forehead, Choi Hong-seo instinctively took a step back. She flinched, looking up at his approaching hand, and even hunched her shoulders.



    



    “I-I’m fine, really.”



    



    “If it’s real, there’s no reason to avoid it.”



    



    It seemed like a strange logic, but she also thought it would be odd to continue being stiff and saying no.



    



    With his palm on her forehead, he looked as serious as a doctor diagnosing a serious illness. His palm was warm against her skin.



    



    Just the sensation of his hand touching her, as if she were alive again, even if only through someone else’s body, made her eyes burn with unshed tears. She clenched her eyes tight and pressed her lips together, trying to hold it in.



    



    “Hm.”



    



    When his hand lingered a bit too long, she tried to subtly move back. But then his hand shifted to her cheek. It felt like a heavy rock had dropped onto her foot, shattering the bone entirely.



    



    His fingers brushed against her ear, slipping into her hair, as his hand pressed deeply against her cheek. The warm, broad palm was completely cupped against her face. Choi Hong-seo, who had been staring down at the tips of her shoes, heard his quiet voice near her ear.



    



    “You’re a good person.”



    



    It was a compliment directed at her.



    



    Even if she just took care of herself, if she quietly entrusted her face to him when he said he missed her, or gently rubbed her cheek against his hand... he would always call her good.



    



    She remembered the day when the threats from Lee Seo-kyung became unbearable, and her body had fallen ill. That day when the rain poured heavily.



    



    On that day, Lee Hae-seong had come to the dorm, just like now, to check her fever by pressing his hand against her forehead and cheek. He had kissed her fevered forehead and told her she was good.



    



    She recalled how, delirious with fever, she had begged him not to leave. He had never shown such a proactive will before, but her fear of never seeing him again pushed her to do things she had never done.



    



    She had forced him to stay, despite him not wanting to touch someone who was sick, and they had ended up spending the night together. The fear that she would never see him again hurt her heart even more than her sick body did.



    



    Now, she realized he wasn’t looking at Yun Hye-an, but at Choi Hong-seo. At least, he was looking for the version of Choi Hong-seo that Yun Hye-an had shown him.



    



    No matter how much she strained her eyes, it felt like she couldn’t hold back her tears any longer. The memories were like a sharp knife, mercilessly slicing through her heart.



    



    It wasn’t just her; it had been the same for him after she left.



    



    Her neck, ears, and face felt flushed. She couldn’t help it—she took a step back and gently slipped her hand out of his. Turning toward the kitchen, she tried to hide her face. He spoke to her in a soft voice from behind.



    



    “It doesn’t seem like you have a fever.”



    



    “Please sit on the couch. I’ll make tea. I only have capsule coffee and tea bags...”



    



    “Coffee, please.”



    



    She turned her back to him, moving around nervously. Despite telling him to sit on the couch, she could still hear his voice close behind her.



    



    “Were you cooking?”



    



    “I’m not very good at cooking. I was making cat treats...”



    



    She wasn’t worried about him criticizing the mess in the kitchen, but out of embarrassment, she pushed things out of sight, into places he wouldn’t notice.



    



    “I don’t see the cat.”



    



    “It must be hiding under the bed.”



    



    After that, he didn’t say anything, so she thought he had gone to sit on the couch. But when she turned around with the mug of coffee, she found him standing in the middle of the room, staring at the shelf above the couch.



    



    The shelf had been there since she moved in, holding dried flowers and perfume. It was the bouquet he had sent through his assistant when she was discharged from the VIP ward. She hadn’t wanted to throw it away, so she had dried the flowers and placed them in a vase. She wasn’t very skilled with her hands, so she had followed a video tutorial, but she had to throw away about a third of the flowers. The perfume he had given her on Yun Hye-an’s birthday was also placed next to the vase.



    



    In her hurry to hide the posters, she hadn’t even thought about those.



    



    “Oh, that... It’s just that you gave it to me after all. It seemed like expensive flowers, so I didn’t want to throw them away...”



    



    She quickly added that it wasn’t because it was from him, but because they were precious to her. As she desperately tried to explain, he turned toward her.



    



    Taking one of the mugs from her hands, he casually brought up a completely different subject.



    



    “I guess you knew about the trouble I caused.”



    



    “......”



    



    As he brought the mug to his lips while sitting on the couch, Choi Hong-seo had to search her mind for a moment, still processing everything that was happening. Just the fact that he was in her house made it hard for her to focus on anything else.



    



    ‘So... I caused too much trouble... and I’m sorry...’



    



    Ah, yes. It was the message he had asked Manager Kang to pass on when he handed him the tie. It seemed that Manager Kang had delivered it without missing a word. The tie... the tie. Only then did she notice it.



    



    He had taken off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves to just below his elbows, and hanging from his shirt collar was the tie that Yun Hye-an had given him.
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    He had taken off his jacket and rolled his sleeves up comfortably below his elbows. The tie that Yun Hye-an had given him was hanging from the collar of his shirt.



    



    “Uh…”



    



    Choi Hong-seo’s gaze followed the tie, and his eyes also dropped to look at it. He gave a small laugh and lightly shook the knot of the tie.



    



    “You just noticed it now, even though you gave it to me yourself? That’s a bit much.”



    



    Back when he went to Hanseo Group, he had worn a different tie, so he thought this gift had become useless.



    



    Instead of replying, Choi Hong-seo tightened her grip around her mug with both hands.



    



    “The color doesn’t overlap with the tie you gave me last time, so I think I’ll be able to use both. Thank you.”



    



    “…What?”



    



    His voice wavered, and his gaze trembled as it landed on her. Even though she was holding the warm mug, her hands were still shaking. But despite all this, he didn’t offer any explanation. He just smiled bitterly and took a sip of his coffee.



    



    The tie from before…



    



    It was a remark directed entirely at Yun Hye-an as if he were addressing Choi Hong-seo right now. It wasn’t because he recognized her as Choi Hong-seo, but because he wanted to. He wanted to erase the absence of Choi Hong-seo by doing so.



    



    Knowing this, her heart raced uncontrollably.



    



    “Why don’t you sit down? If the couch isn’t comfortable, you can sit at the dining table.”



    



    Pointing to the table behind him, Lee Hae-seong spoke to the still-standing Choi Hong-seo. There was only a two-seat sofa in the room, so if she sat on the couch, it would have to be right next to him. Very close.



    



    Her already disorganized thoughts became a mess. She couldn’t sit down immediately, moving the chair this way and that as she flustered, and finally placed it in a somewhat awkward position, sitting down at a distance from him.



    



    Watching this quietly, Lee Hae-seong rubbed the handle of his mug with his thumb, then asked in a slow voice.



    



    “Do you want me to leave that quickly?”



    



    “It’s not that… It’s just that this place is too small. If you have something to say, we can go to the café downstairs…”



    



    “Why do you want to send me away like that?”



    



    “You’d be uncomfortable here.”



    



    “I’m fine. I don’t think I’m the one who’s uncomfortable.”



    



    He took another sip of his coffee and lowered his gaze to the black drink in the mug. Then, he sighed deeply without saying a word. His broad shoulders, wrapped in the shirt, rose and fell slowly as he exhaled.



    



    When he lifted his eyelids, his gaze once again fell on Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “If you’re going to be so pensive, why give me the tie?”



    



    His tone seemed like a rebuke, but there was no serious weight to it. Letting out a brief sigh, he added in a somewhat lighter voice.



    



    “Don’t look like you’re going to die. I won’t be here long.”



    



    It wasn’t that she wanted him to leave quickly or that she felt like she was going to die. In fact, she wanted him to stay longer.



    



    But despite that, she had no choice but to wish for him to leave quickly, and the longer he stayed, the more uneasy she felt. He wanted Choi Hong-seo, but she was no longer Choi Hong-seo. That was why...



    



    Rustle, rustle.



    



    Tiffany, who had been calm until now, suddenly began to make a loud noise, as though it had found a toy under the bed. With no proper storage space, she had shoved boxes under the bed, and it seemed like Tiffany was trying to navigate through the maze of boxes. Lee Hae-seong also looked toward the bed.



    



    After a brief pause, Tiffany’s furry face suddenly popped out from under the bed.



    



    Not completely emerging, Tiffany lay flat under the bed, sticking only her face out, tilting her head as she looked up at the unfamiliar visitor.



    



    Meow?



    



    It sounded like she was asking who this was, her voice laced with uncertainty. Trying to calm her down, Choi Hong-seo quickly got up and brought Tiffany’s favorite treat, Churu. As soon as Tiffany saw the treat, she quickly darted toward the kitchen, avoiding the guest.



    



    “Alright, I’ll give it to you. But you need to stay calm, okay?”



    



    As she returned to her seat, she urgently told Tiffany, who was following closely behind her, to behave while Lee Hae-seong was still there.



    



    Sitting at a slight distance, she began feeding Tiffany the treat. As always, Tiffany placed her front paws on Choi Hong-seo’s hand and eagerly licked the treat, completely absorbed in the snack. It seemed like she had forgotten all about being wary of the guest.



    



    “What’s her name?”



    



    He asked, looking at them with an expression that didn’t seem particularly interested. It felt like he was asking just to make conversation.



    



    “Tiffany.”



    



    “Tiffany?”



    



    “Yes, I didn’t name her. She was named that before… Well, before the accident, I was told that’s what she was called.”



    



    “Ah… So, Tiffany?”



    



    “……”



    



    So, Tiffany? Not understanding the meaning behind his question, Choi Hong-seo looked at Lee Hae-seong, who was sitting on the couch.



    



    “White fur with gray patches scattered around, especially around the eyes, nose, mouth, and ears. It looks like it’s been dyed gray.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Did you not know you gave her that name? Well, I guess you wouldn’t remember, since you said you named her yourself.”



    



    As she stared at Lee Hae-seong, Tiffany meowed loudly, perhaps because her hand had moved higher. She pressed her front paws down on Choi Hong-seo’s hand to signal that she wanted her hand lowered. Choi Hong-seo quickly complied.



    



    “There was a long-haired cat owned by Freddie Mercury from the rock band 'Queen' that had exactly this color. Its name was Tiffany.”



    



    “Ah... I didn’t know that. I just…”



    



    “Did you think it was named after a jewelry brand?”



    



    Instead of answering, she nodded, and Lee Hae-seong let out a quiet laugh.



    



    When Tiffany finally stopped licking because there was no more treat, she turned without a second thought and hopped up onto the bed. Choi Hong-seo, feeling thirsty, began to coax her.



    



    “Tiffany, stay calm. I’ll give you one more treat. Let’s have another Churu, okay?”



    



    Not properly tidying up, Tiffany crawled into the pile of blankets and began wandering around inside. There was the sound of paper crinkling and tearing, likely from the posters that she was walking over.



    



    “Tiffany, Tiffany, come here. Okay?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, from where Lee Hae-seong was sitting, lifted the blanket slightly and almost begged the cat to come out.



    



    “She can’t seem to find the opening.”



    



    Watching Tiffany cause a commotion under the blanket, Lee Hae-seong got up as if to help.



    



    “No, no, it’s fine! Don’t worry about it, she’s just playing…”



    



    “......”



    



    She shook her head to stop him, but it was no use.



    



    As Lee Hae-seong pulled the blanket open, Tiffany’s face appeared. Perhaps thinking it was time to play, Tiffany tilted her head and looked up at Lee Hae-seong, then quickly hid back inside the blanket.



    



    However, Lee Hae-seong didn’t search for her again under the blanket.



    



    The corner of a masking tape still stuck, and the poster for Eternal Sunshine was wrinkled and torn from Tiffany’s random steps.



    



    Lee Hae-seong paused for a moment, then completely threw the blanket aside. He bent down to pull out other posters that were beneath Eternal Sunshine.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, watching from nearby, could tell he was angry enough that she couldn’t bring herself to speak. He looked as though he had just witnessed a lover’s betrayal.



    



    But something needed to be said. The tie, the card, and the fact that he had admitted to knowing something—it was all one thing, but this was different. He might erupt in anger and ask why she was still pretending to be Choi Hong-seo in this house.



    



    “This... I got it cheap online…”



    



    She offered a weak excuse, but it seemed like her words didn’t reach him.



    



    The prints, with their low resolution, were nothing compared to the original Eternal Sunshine posters that he had given Choi Hong-seo. Without a word, Lee Hae-seong looked down at them.



    



    After a long pause, he swallowed hard, his jaw muscles tightening in frustration.



    



    “Do you want to keep going with the consultation?”



    



    His voice, as if torn from his throat, sounded harsh and metallic. It was an unexpected statement.



    



    “…What?”



    



    “If you don’t want to, then don’t.”



    



    “The consultation?”



    



    “You were only doing it because of me. You didn’t want to do it in the first place.”



    



    “Do I not have to do it?”



    



    Finally, Lee Hae-seong turned his face toward her, who had been looking down at the posters. But his eyes were no longer on "Yun Hye-an." He was looking at "Choi Hong-seo" beyond her. She couldn’t explain it logically, but she just knew. She couldn’t forget the look in his eyes when he had once looked at his lover.



    



    He nodded repeatedly, his voice hoarse.



    



    “You don’t have to. Don’t do it.”



    



    Looking at the posters one last time, he turned to look at "Yun Hye-an" once more. He studied her face closely, as though he were about to say something, but he stopped, biting his lip tightly and turning away quickly.



    



    “Did you enjoy your coffee?”



    



    He grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair and headed toward the door, the sound of his footsteps echoing. As he was about to put on his shoes, the noise suddenly stopped, and the silence behind her grew.



    



    “You said you were sorry for causing trouble... but that was a lie.”



    



    “......”



    



    “You were planning to torment me, weren’t you?”



    



    His voice was trembling. “You were planning to torment me?”—those were the words he had once said to Choi Hong-seo, on the night he first slept in her guest room. The words meant for Choi Hong-seo in his arms.



    



    It felt like a signal from him, and she couldn’t ignore it. Slowly, she turned around and faced him. She returned the words he had once said to his lover, now directed at him.



    



    “If I act like this… do you dislike it?”



    



    His face contorted with pain. His cheek was twitching, and his eyes were shaking.



    



    Like a final breath being forced from his lungs, he said,



    



    “…Do you think I’d dislike it?”



    



    That was the last thing he said. Unable to face him any longer, she lowered her head.



    



    The door opened, then closed again. She only heard his footsteps growing distant as he walked down the hallway toward the elevator.



    



    It wasn’t that she wanted him to leave quickly. She wanted to be with him longer.



    



    Wouldn’t she play with him? Didn’t they play together? Tiffany stuck her head out from the blanket and looked up at her. Looking at Tiffany, she forced a smile and then shifted her gaze.



    



    Three posters lay crumpled and torn across the bed.



    



    The posters he had given Choi Hong-seo were all original ones from the movie's release, valued at tens to hundreds of thousands of won, premium editions. They were pristine, carefully stored, as if they had been printed just yesterday.



    



    But the ones now scattered on Yun Hye-an’s bed were low-resolution scans… in other words, knockoffs.



    



    Now, she felt like she was the fake, just like those posters. An imitation, a counterfeit. A poor substitute for Choi Hong-seo.



    



    The perfume he gave her was also fake. It was the same bottle as the one he had given Choi Hong-seo, but the contents were different—fake.



    



    Now, everything about her was fake. A "fake Choi Hong-seo" trapped in the guise of "Yun Hye-an."



    



    Telling her to stop the consultation meant telling her not to regain her memory of Yun Hye-an. To not regain that memory was essentially telling her to continue impersonating Choi Hong-seo. Whether that was a good thing or a curse, she couldn’t tell.



    



    One thing was clear, though: as long as he wanted it, in the form he wanted it, she would have no choice but to stay by his side.
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    It was a weekend morning in Hannam-dong after a long while.



    



    Since the decision was made for Lee Hye-seong to move into this mansion and bring his new belongings, he hadn't left the place much. His house in Seocho-dong and the one in Bundang had become nearly empty. Then, when movie production had started up again, he had spent a while living in Seocho-dong. The phase of completing the division of his business interests made it easier to stay in Seocho-dong, closer to the office.



    



    During the time he was trying to figure out Yoon Hye-an, he had stayed at his Seocho-dong house without question.



    



    The clothes and items that Choi Hong-seo often wore, the bed where he used to sleep, the comic books that had his fingerprints, the keyboard, and MacBook he had used for composing—none of these things had been moved or touched. There was no intention of bringing anyone else into this house.



    



    “The weather is not very clear today.”



    



    Director Kang, who was serving breakfast, added in a worried voice as he looked at the sky over the Han River.



    



    “There’s a forecast for rain in Gangwon-do today as well.”



    



    To conduct a ritual at the **Cream Mansion**, Lee Hye-seong had to leave early in the morning for Gangwon-do.



    



    “The event will be held indoors, so the weather won't matter,” Lee Hye-seong answered absentmindedly without taking his eyes off the report on his tablet.



    



    The most sensitive and busy period had passed since the business separation was officially completed. The time for him to intervene had passed, and now, all that remained was overseeing the process of the two companies moving forward with the plan they had agreed upon.



    



    But the report Lee Hye-seong was reviewing today wasn't related to ARA.



    



    “After a brief memorial service at the memorial hall, we’ll move to a restaurant that has been fully booked for the remaining event. Here are the photos of the restaurant.”



    



    Director Kang briefly explained the photo where Lee Hye-seong's eyes had stopped.



    



    “Where is it located?”



    



    “We decided on a location near Gangnam Station, so it will be convenient for everyone to head home after the event. We’ll also have chartered buses to take people from Hanam to the restaurant.”



    



    “Good choice. It’s not a very accessible area, so that’s wise.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo's first memorial was just days away. Less than a week remained.



    



    Lee Hye-seong had learned about the memorial event being organized by Hong-seo's fans a couple of months ago. It was meant to be a small event where they would watch videos of Hong-seo's activities and share messages and artwork to comfort each other in their sorrow. Lee Hye-seong was supporting this event under the anonymous name of a fan.



    



    “At the back, you’ll see the list of meal options for the attendees. Since I thought the vice president might want to make the final choice, I’ve left it for now.”



    



    Lee Hye-seong flipped through the photo with meal options, trying to suppress his emotions.



    



    “How many people are expected?”



    



    “About a hundred, I believe.”



    



    “...Really? It’s much fewer than I expected. Didn’t you say it was around 150 originally?”



    



    “After the initial applications, the number naturally dropped.”



    



    After Lee Seok-yeong was murdered in Bangkok, Lee Hye-seong was able to enter the memorial hall where Choi Hong-seo’s ashes had been placed for the first time.



    



    He had just finished an audition for the role of Hwang Ji-woo in **Cream Mansion**. The memory was still vivid. It was as if he had been compelled or drawn to go there. That day, he had mustered the courage to step inside. But that had been the only time. Since then, he hadn’t been able to enter again.



    



    Once a week, he sent someone to the memorial hall to place fresh flowers, receiving photos of the current situation in return. Each time, the photos or drawings left by fans were a great comfort to him. He wanted them to remember Hong-seo for as long as possible.



    



    It would have been nice if more people came. But the numbers were likely to keep decreasing. How many would come next year? The year after that? What about five or ten years from now? Would anyone even remember that a person named Choi Hong-seo had existed?



    



    When would he be able to stop holding onto the memory of that child?



    



    As he flipped through the photos, Lee Hye-seong's hand suddenly stopped.



    



    He pushed aside the plate with half-eaten sandwiches and placed his tablet down.



    



    “Let’s go with the best menu. These are people who are taking the time to come for Hong-seo, so we should treat them well.”



    



    “Yes, of course.”



    



    Lee Hye-seong felt the need to drink something more, so he wet his lips with a sip of water, but it still didn’t seem enough.



    



    “I’ll have a glass of whiskey.”



    



    “...”



    



    Lee Hye-seong looked up at Director Kang, who didn’t respond or show any reaction.



    



    Director Kang looked down at Lee Hye-seong with a face that seemed to say, *“Are you really asking about this first thing in the morning?”*



    



    “Can’t I have a drink? Especially on a day like this?”



    



    Lee Hye-seong raised his voice slightly, as though even a little alcohol wouldn’t be enough to soothe him. Only then did Director Kang turn away with an expression that said he had no other choice.



    



    Leaning his elbows on the table, Lee Hye-seong let out a deep sigh and rubbed his face with both hands. The days leading up to that moment were driving him crazy. The emotion couldn’t be described just by the word *sadness*. It felt more like madness, as if he didn’t know what to do with himself.



    



    He had done everything he could.



    



    He supported the memorial event, of course, and used the production company name of *Cream Mansion* to send out news to the media about the fan-organized event for Choi Hong-seo. He also sent many gifts here and there to encourage articles to be written, asking for Choi Hong-seo’s honor to be restored, especially after the *X Scandal* trial was re-examined.



    



    Still, it wasn’t enough. He needed to do something more to survive the first anniversary of that child’s death.



    



    He had even thought about going to Bangkok. He wondered if he could visit the places where that child had jumped and where his body had turned to ash, as a way to hurt himself mentally. He wanted to cover up this confusion and helplessness with even greater pain.



    



    The sound of a glass being placed down broke his thoughts. Lee Hye-seong lifted his face from his hands and saw Director Kang setting down the glass with whiskey on the rocks.



    



    The remaining whiskey in the glass was about one-third full, and Lee Hye-seong drained it in one go.



    



    Looking down at him, Director Kang hesitated before speaking.



    



    “What about the flower decorations… how do you want to handle that?”



    



    Despite being busy, Lee Hye-seong had personally chosen the flowers for Choi Hong-seo’s memorial hall, so Director Kang couldn’t avoid asking about this detail.



    



    After swallowing another sip of whiskey, as if taking painkillers, Lee Hye-seong grabbed his tablet and spoke.



    



    “Fans will probably want to do something. It’s not a day for me to be involved. We can think about it after the memorial.”



    



    “Vice President.”



    



    “...”



    



    “How about I handle the rest of the details?”



    



    Director Kang was trying to be discreet, clearly worried about how painful the situation seemed for his employer.



    



    Leaning back in his chair, Lee Hye-seong looked down at his glass, absentmindedly scraping the crystal surface with his fingertips. He seemed lost in thought, staring blankly at something outside the window.



    



    Suddenly, he spoke, almost as if to himself.



    



    “Director Kang… you have a unique way of speaking, don’t you?”



    



    It was a sudden and unexpected question.



    



    “Is that so? I think it’s actually quite plain, with no special traits.”



    



    “That’s exactly what makes it unique. It’s rare for someone’s speech to not have their own habits or characteristics.”



    



    “I see.”



    



    Director Kang wasn’t particularly interested in such things. His main concern was his employer’s mental state.



    



    “Do I have any such traits?” Lee Hye-seong asked.



    



    “Yes. You don’t have any very noticeable habits, but you certainly have your own tone.”



    



    “Then, can you recognize me just by my way of speaking?”



    



    Lee Hye-seong asked the question as he lifted his glass and took another drink. His gaze was still directed outside the window, though he wasn’t really looking at anything.



    



    “I think I could recognize you by your voice. It’s pretty unique.”



    



    Leaning slightly forward with his back bent, Lee Hye-seong looked down at his almost empty glass, shaking his head slowly.



    



    “No, I’m not talking about the voice. Even if the voice was different, could you distinguish me by just my way of speaking?”



    



    “Are you talking about voice modulation?” Director Kang asked.



    



    “Voice modulation? Yeah, something like that,” Lee Hye-seong replied, letting out a bitter laugh and nodding.



    



    “If it’s something like that artificial, modulated voice… well, I guess it might be hard to tell,” Director Kang said. He didn’t quite understand why his employer was asking such questions, but he answered sincerely anyway.



    



    “Or do you think you could imitate my way of speaking?” Lee Hye-seong asked.



    



    “As you know, I’m not particularly good at that kind of thing.”



    



    Even though Lee Hye-seong was continuing to ask questions, his eyes and tone made it clear that he wasn’t very interested in the answers. It seemed more like he was speaking to himself, using the questions as a form of self-reflection.



    



    “Let’s say a crime happened,” Lee Hye-seong continued.



    



    “...”



    



    “And the suspect left a written message or… recorded an audio memo of the situation at the time. That evidence is found. Do you think it would be possible to determine how the suspect spoke just from that evidence? To figure out their tone and style?”



    



    Lee Hye-seong was spiraling deeper into his own thoughts, growing more unstable. His fingertips continued to scrape the surface of his glass, as if desperately trying to distract himself.



    



    “Different features, but the same look when they looked at me. Different voice, but the same tone when they called me.”



    



    Director Kang’s concern for his employer grew. At this point, he could no longer remain silent.



    



    “I’m sorry, Vice President, but I don’t quite understand what you’re saying.”



    



    “I’m saying that I might have to entrust ARA to a professional manager instead of myself,” Lee Hye-seong said flatly.



    



    “…What?”



    



    Normally, Director Kang could read his employer’s intentions easily, but this time he couldn’t follow Lee Hye-seong’s train of thought.



    



    “I can’t leave the company’s management in the hands of a crazy person, can I?”



    



    With a cynical self-assessment, Lee Hye-seong finished off the last of his whiskey. He placed the napkin he had spread across his lap on the table and stood up, as though he had finally snapped out of his trance.



    



    “We’ll leave in five minutes.”



    



    His tone had shifted back to normal, but his walk as he left the restaurant seemed unsteady. It wasn’t likely that a single glass of whiskey could have thrown Lee Hye-seong off balance, but something seemed wrong.



    



    Director Kang, watching his employer’s retreating back, turned once more to the misty view outside the window, sighed, and muttered to himself.



    



    “Maybe it’s time to let go of him, this person.”
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    The destination sent via messenger by the production staff was located about two and a half hours by car from Seoul, in a remote valley between Bangtae Mountain and Gogae Mountain in the Taebaek Mountain Range.



    



    It was far from any famous tourist areas or ski resort towns, and within a 10 km radius, there were no houses. After leaving the Yangyang Expressway, the road twisted and turned for a long time, eventually leading to a rough, narrow unpaved road.



    



    Understanding's SUV stopped in a parking lot that felt more like an abandoned open space, not large enough to be called a parking area.



    



    The rain, which had started to fall in a few drops when they crossed the border between Seoul and Gangwon Province, had turned into a drizzle. The surroundings were so quiet that even the faint sound of the rain hitting the car window was clearly audible.



    



    "Vice President, you’ll need to walk from here to the main hall above," the assistant said.



    



    "Okay, thank you for your hard work," Understanding replied.



    



    Even after arriving, he didn’t plan to get out immediately. He stared out the car window, lost in thought. The assistant quickly got out, grabbed an umbrella from the trunk, and waited by the back seat.



    



    Understanding put on a thin early-winter coat he had left on the passenger seat and got out of the car. The deep mountain air in November was filled with moisture and cold. As he exhaled deeply, his breath misted in the thin raindrops.



    



    He reached out his hand to ask for the umbrella.



    



    "I’ll carry it for you," the assistant offered.



    



    "No need. You rest," Understanding replied, walking past the other cars that had arrived before them. He began walking up the mountain path. The slightly muddy dirt road slowed his pace, but there was no rush. There was still about 20 minutes before the ceremony would start.



    



    With the decline of shamanic practices, fewer shamans owned their own temples these days. Most shamans rented a temple in the mountains, where they could conduct their rituals without worrying about being reported. It was rare for anyone to go this far into the mountains, as constructing a building here would require a significant investment.



    



    However, the shaman who would oversee the ritual today had a personal temple, separate from his temple in Seoul. This was a rare occurrence, indicating his great influence.



    



    As the path grew more enveloped by the dense forest, the temple slowly came into view. It felt as though all the birds and beasts of the mountain were bowing down in submission to the temple, and the lush plants surrounding it seemed to watch over the mortals who passed through, guarding the sacred space.



    



    The strange, otherworldly energy was unlike any typical ominous feeling. Understanding felt a chill run down his spine and the fine hairs on his face stood up. Even someone like him, who had never relied on shamanism or any other religion, couldn’t deny the clear presence of this energy.



    



    It felt as if another set of laws and powers governed this place, an overwhelming and primal force that demanded submission.



    



    Understanding raised the umbrella and slowly surveyed the temple and its surroundings. With his other hand, he rubbed his tingling cheek and neck. It was rare to feel such a chill simply from being deep in the mountains.



    



    As his gaze fell downward, he saw a group of people gathered in front of the temple.



    



    Among the people standing under the eaves, it wasn’t hard to spot Yoon Hyean.



    



    Following the production team’s request for him to dress neatly, Yoon Hyean wore a white shirt and black suit. The suit appeared to be off the rack, and it didn’t fit well on his slender frame. His shirt collar was loose as he had not worn a tie.



    



    He was talking to actor Kim Ijeong, who stood beside him. Occasionally, Yoon Hyean rubbed his hands together as if he were cold, bringing them to his mouth to warm them.



    



    Understanding frowned at the sight.



    



    Kim Ijeong, standing next to him, wore a black suit with a long black padded coat. It made Understanding wonder what kind of company Yoon Hyean’s was, as they hadn't even provided something as simple as a winter coat.



    



    As he got closer and their eyes met, Yoon Hyean recognized him and nodded first. Understanding gave a slight nod in return.



    



    "Vice President, you’ve arrived? Please come this way. Everyone is greeting the shaman," the general producer guided him.



    



    Following the guide, Understanding entered the temple.



    



    Inside, a grand ritual table had been set up. Various fruits, grains, cookies, and rice cakes were laid out beautifully, with a well-cooked pig's head placed at the center, though it was clear that this wasn’t the typical ritual where money would be placed in the pig’s nostrils.



    



    There were musicians and drummers preparing to perform during the ritual. On one wall, the shaman’s elaborate ceremonial attire was neatly hung, with about six sets in total. It seemed that the ritual would involve six stages today, which was fewer than the usual twelve, but still much more elaborate than an ordinary ceremony.



    



    What caught everyone's attention most were the candles on the altar. There were at least a hundred long candles flickering, swaying precariously every time the wind blew through the open front door.



    



    The actors and production staff, who had yet to greet the "Shaman," were busy curiously glancing around the inside of the temple and at the "Shaman."



    



    It was indeed a scene that would be quite the spectacle for most people.



    



    "Director, the Vice President has arrived," the general producer said.



    



    Director Kang Woo-hyun, who had been talking to the shaman while shaking hands, turned around.



    



    "Oh, Vice President. Come this way and greet us. This is the great shaman who has worked hard for our film today."



    



    "Great shaman? She's still a novice," the woman in a white hanbok, resembling a burial robe, greeted Understanding before changing into her ceremonial attire.



    



    "Thank you. I’m Lee Hae-sung," Understanding said, shaking her hand in return.



    



    "If the shaman isn’t great, then who is? These days, even novices who’ve only been at it for five years call themselves shamans," Director Kang interjected, praising her. She only smiled kindly.



    



    The few shamans Understanding had encountered up to this point were mostly extravagant, with strong personalities and a penchant for flashy jewelry. Even those who had connections with the elite or were known for their power in shamanism fit this image.



    



    However, the shaman introduced by Director Kang was the opposite.



    



    With no rings on her fingers, her hands were clean and her hair neatly done, her appearance and demeanor were simple and modest, lacking any flash. But her gaze carried a certain strength—unyielding and far from ordinary.



    



    She was likely in her sixties, short and slender, yet her calm movements and voice had a charisma that made those around her feel reverent.



    



    She was undoubtedly one of the most intriguing shamans Understanding had met.



    



    "Director Kang, before we begin the ceremony, I’d like to greet everyone and arrange the space. Would that be alright?" the shaman asked.



    



    Director Kang folded his hands and bowed repeatedly in agreement.



    



    "Of course, you may do as you please," he said.



    



    The general producer gathered everyone’s attention and rearranged the group so that the shaman could see everyone’s faces. Most of the people who had been outside gathered inside the temple, with younger actors like Yoon Hyean and Kim Ijeong peeking out from the back of the hall.



    



    Understanding, standing next to Director Kang and the production company’s representative on the lower level of the temple, noticed Yoon Hyean’s pale face among the crowd.



    



    "Everyone, I thank you for making the long journey here. I am Lee Jong-ik, the shaman who will be conducting the ceremony today," the shaman introduced herself as she stepped forward.



    



    "Lee Jong-ik? Aren’t shamans usually called names like 'General Jangdu' or 'Bead Boy'? What kind of shaman introduces themselves by their real name?" one of the actors whispered to a colleague beside them. It was actor Seo Jun-young, playing a doctor suffering from pet loss syndrome.



    



    When the shaman’s gaze turned toward Seo Jun-young, his colleague nudged him in the ribs.



    



    "We’ve gathered here today to pray for the smooth progress of our film. This isn't a large-scale ritual, but a ritual is not about size. It’s not just about setting up the offerings and having the shaman perform dances and beats. It’s about the sincerity of the person praying, and the sincerity of this novice, to move the spirits," the shaman spoke, her voice cutting through the air, as though commanding the entire mountain, even though she did not raise her voice.



    



    But then, a brief laugh broke the solemn atmosphere. It was Seo Jun-young.



    



    The shaman’s eyes locked onto him once again. This time, she continued speaking while fixing her gaze on him.



    



    "Those who treat this sacred ceremony as a mere spectacle, or those who mock the spirits with impure hearts, I’m sorry to say, will need to leave the mountain before the ritual begins. Only with a pure body and mind, devoted to the heavens, ancestors, and spirits, will the ritual have any effect. Please, quietly leave if you lack this sincerity," she said.



    



    After finishing, the shaman clasped her hands and bowed respectfully. As she turned to leave, Seo Jun-young began complaining to the general producer.



    



    "PD, if this was going to happen, you should have informed us earlier. We’ve invited people all the way here and now we’re being told to leave. This isn’t dog training. If I’d known I’d have to listen to such nonsense, I wouldn’t have come to this superstitious ceremony in the first place."



    



    The shaman, who was about to ascend the platform to conduct the ritual, stopped and turned back toward Seo Jun-young.



    



    "Over there, believer," she called.



    



    The room, previously buzzing with murmurs, froze in an instant. Even the few people who had been thinking about leaving now held their breath and focused entirely on her, including Seo Jun-young.

  

  
    Chapter 98
  
  
    "There, believer."



    



    "......"



    



    At the sound of the shaman calling Seo Jun-young, the once bustling room froze. Several people who had been seriously considering whether they should leave the mountain now held their breath and focused on her, including Seo Jun-young.



    



    "Can you see the candles lit over there?"



    



    "......"



    



    Seo Jun-young glanced at the candles on the altar behind her. He still had a sullen expression.



    



    "Everyone, from the actors and production staff to even the lowest-level crew members working on this film, all have their own candles on that altar. I received a list of names from Director Kang, and personally wrote each name and lit the candles with my own hands."



    



    Now that she mentioned it, the candles on the altar were all of different lengths. It was because they had been lit at different times. If such a successful shaman had lit all these candles herself without the help of an assistant, it was indeed a rare sight.



    



    "Director Kang Woo-hyun has never once prayed for the success of a film. He only prays for the production to be completed safely, without anyone getting hurt or harmed."



    



    "......"



    



    "There's a huge difference between you and him."



    



    "What... what do you mean by that?"



    



    Seo Jun-young retorted angrily, but he was overwhelmed by the shaman's intense presence, only glancing at her from the corner of his eyes.



    



    As if she had been waiting for his response, a smile appeared on the shaman’s face. It was an eerie, unmistakable smile of a medium, one that made anyone who saw it uneasy. She slowly walked toward Seo Jun-young, who had taken half a step back, his face stiff with discomfort.



    



    "If this ceremony is just a primitive superstition where you prepare food, light candles, and pray for your desires, then how is it any different from the selfish prayers you make after donating a small amount of money at church?"



    



    "What... what nonsense... How do you know what I pray for?"



    



    Seo Jun-young appeared startled by the mention of the church. Apparently, not many people knew he attended church, and now he seemed horrified by the shaman’s words, yet he still persisted in his defiance.



    



    "Even after I’ve given you such a hint, you still insult the spirits. Do you want me to tell everyone that your prayers are nothing more than for selfish desires—greed for wealth, envy and jealousy of your colleagues?"



    



    "......"



    



    "Should I expose what you pray for—what rewards you ask for and whose names you mention in your prayers?"



    



    The shaman's voice and manner of speaking were sharp, like a needle pricking at various places on a person’s body. It was a far cry from the calm and gentle demeanor she had shown earlier when greeting others. Seo Jun-young’s face turned bright red from shame and fear, and he could not utter a word.



    



    She finally stopped in front of him, her presence looming over him as she leaned forward, bringing her face up close.



    



    "Tell me, then. How are your prayers at church or at the temple any different from what we do here?"



    



    The shaman bent forward, her face coming close to Seo Jun-young’s.



    



    "Can you see your god? My spirits, on the other hand, I can see."



    



    Despite standing lower than him, it was as if her gaze was pinning him down. Seo Jun-young staggered backward, his legs trembling.



    



    "Faith and sincerity for an invisible concept—that is the commonality of all religions!"



    



    With a yell that seemed to shake the heavens and earth, Seo Jun-young scrambled out of the temple. He stumbled down the steps, slipping on the wet and muddy ground from the rain, but still didn’t stop running. He kept glancing over his shoulder, checking if the shaman was chasing him, as he hurried along the narrow path toward the parking lot.



    



    The shaman, who had followed him to the door, stood there for a moment, watching his retreating figure. She then turned and, as she was about to step through the door, glanced at Yoon Hye-an, who had been pushed out with the others, standing near the edge of the group.



    



    The shaman turned back completely as her gaze locked onto Yoon Hye-an with a strange intensity.



    



    "I thought the energy was off, but this is the reason," she murmured.



    



    Her focus was so intense it felt as if there was no one else in the world but herself and Yoon Hye-an. The crowd instinctively pulled back from the two, and Yoon Hye-an stood frozen, as though bound by invisible chains.



    



    The same powerful energy that would erupt during the peak of a ritual seemed to emanate from her, and Understanding flinched, as though it might leap toward them at any moment.



    



    The shaman, gathering her spiritual energy, calmly spoke to Yoon Hye-an.



    



    "Believer, let’s step aside and talk quietly for a moment."



    



    "Me... with me?"



    



    "You don’t look well. I must speak with you urgently."



    



    The voices of the two speaking in the temple were barely audible from where Understanding stood. It seemed like they were talking about her health, but the details remained unclear.



    



    "We must first calm the energy before the ceremony. Please wait here for a moment," the shaman informed the general producer before trying to lead Yoon Hye-an out of the temple.



    



    Though clearly frightened, Yoon Hye-an hesitated to follow, and Understanding could no longer remain a mere observer.



    



    He forcefully pushed through the crowd that had gathered like it was a spectacle, caught up to them outside the door, and grabbed Yoon Hye-an’s shoulder, stopping her from going any further.



    



    "Where are you trying to take her?"



    



    "......"



    



    The shaman’s gaze turned toward Understanding, piercing him like nails driven into his forehead, shoulders, and chest, locking him in place.



    



    The shaman carefully looked back and forth between Lee Hae-seong and Yoon Hye-an, then nodded.



    



    "It seems you're not unrelated to this, so if you're that worried, you may come along."



    



    Passing beneath the eaves and rounding the corner of the building, they came to a small room where one had to bend slightly to enter.



    



    The cozy room was neatly arranged with various ritual implements—bells, fans, drums, gongs, a sword, sacred knives, staffs, and flags. There was also a small space for resting.



    



    Despite the ceiling lights, the shaman didn't turn any on. The room was even darker than the front hall. She lit a candle first from the altar and then spoke.



    



    "You must already know why I wanted to speak with you, believer..."



    



    The two candles were insufficient to illuminate the dim room, resembling the darkness of dusk. After lighting the candles, the shaman took a bell from a shelf where the ritual items were kept.



    



    The sound of the bell, shaken gently, created an unsettling and eerie atmosphere. As she rang the bell, she studied Yoon Hye-an's face carefully. The shaman's head tilted slightly.



    



    "Is it a ghost or a corpse?"



    



    Lee Hae-seong, standing three or four steps behind and near the door, furrowed his brows.



    



    "Even if one imitates the living by walking, talking, and chewing food, they are still a corpse. Whether happy, angry, sad, or joyful, in the end, they are a ghost. But how did the ghost obtain a body, and how did the corpse obtain a soul?"



    



    The first impression of the shaman had been that of a dignified, clear-minded old woman, but now she had fully transformed into a powerful medium, scolding as if driving away troublesome spirits.



    



    The sound of the bell grew faster, and Yoon Hye-an's shoulders, visible only from behind, started to tremble rapidly.



    



    Just as Lee Hae-seong was about to step in, the shaman halted, raising the bell high and pausing her hand.



    



    "Do you feel an overwhelming urge to vomit, with sweat pouring from your body, dizziness, and then fainting?"



    



    Lee Hae-seong froze in place. These symptoms were exactly what Yoon Hye-an had shown when he collapsed earlier.



    



    "The Qilin... wearing the Imugi's disguise doesn't fit, so it's suffocating."



    



    Tsk, tsk, the shaman clicked her tongue, shaking her head as she looked at Yoon Hye-an with pity.



    



    "I only heard about it from the elders, but to see it with my own eyes while alive..."



    



    She set down the bell and clasped her hands in prayer, bowing deeply to Yoon Hye-an.



    



    "Due to the mistake of the ghost of the three realms, the death clothes of the underworld were wrongly placed. Spirits, please take care of this. This soul is innocent."



    



    Lee Hae-seong could no longer bear to watch Yoon Hye-an trembling under the shaman's spiritual pressure. The murmurs of the shaman, incomprehensible as they were, the flickering candle dancing wildly as if in madness, all felt like intricate deceptions to him.



    



    Without realizing it, he stepped forward and blocked Yoon Hye-an's path. The pressure in the air seemed to rise, as though he were submerged in deep water, making it hard to move. Even though he was experiencing it firsthand, Lee Hae-seong could neither acknowledge nor believe what was happening.



    



    He pushed through the shaman, resisting the force that pressed down on him, and stood facing her.



    



    "What are you doing? Can't you see she's scared? Is this what you do—bring people here to frighten them?"



    



    The shaman's eyes dug into Lee Hae-seong's soul, as if ready to consume it.



    



    Then, as though finding this amusing, she straightened up and met his gaze. Despite being noticeably shorter, Lee Hae-seong felt as though she were looking down on him from an immense height.



    



    "What is it that clouds the vision of the believer?"



    



    "......"



    



    "Faith and sincerity in an invisible concept—that is the essence of all beliefs, and the true nature of love, isn't it?"



    



    Her words felt like a riddle, an almost ungraspable puzzle to Lee Hae-seong. He had always believed that ambiguous statements like this were mere tricks of shamans.



    



    But why was it?



    



    He found himself thinking over her words, though he didn’t fully understand them.



    



    The essence of love.



    



    To believe in an unseen other's heart and to devote oneself to it.



    



    The sensation of bare skin brushing against his elbow made Lee Hae-seong suddenly glance down. Yoon Hye-an, sweating and gasping for breath, had moved close to him. With eyes unfocused as though blind, she clung to the area around his elbow, breathing heavily, as if he were the only thing she could rely on.



    



    At that moment, everything else ceased to matter. It didn’t matter if the person in front of him was a shaman or a god. It didn’t matter if Yoon Hye-an was performing some act. He decided to believe in whatever he wished to believe, at least for that moment.



    



    Turning his back on the shaman, he wrapped his arms around Yoon Hye-an’s shoulders and led her out of the room. Holding her trembling form, he took off his coat and wrapped it around her like a blanket. He quickly guided her forward, pulling her into his arms as her body shivered so violently it felt as though their bones were about to knock together.
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    “Vice President! What’s going on?”



    



    As they crossed the yard, not down the central stairs but along the edge of the platform, the general PD ran down with an umbrella opened.



    



    “Yun Hye-an isn’t feeling well. Apparently, she’s been unwell since Seoul. It seems like it’s getting worse… I’ll go ahead. Please tell the director.”



    



    Ihae-seong responded without slowing his pace, briefly glancing at Yun Hye-an’s pale face, which seemed to be leaning entirely against him. The PD, startled, nodded in understanding.



    



    “Ah… If she wasn’t feeling well, she shouldn’t have pushed herself to come. Okay, understood. Please… be careful.”



    



    Ihae-seong understood that Yun Hye-an was unwell, but couldn’t help wondering why the PD was even asking him why he was going down the mountain. The expression on the PD’s face was filled with such confusion, but no one would question his decision on this matter.



    



    He was about to refuse the PD’s kind offer to take the umbrella, but upon seeing the moisture on Yun Hye-an’s face, he reluctantly accepted it. The umbrella he had used earlier was likely somewhere near the shaman’s house, but there was no time for such things.



    



    Yun Hye-an was struggling to keep her balance, her knees buckling repeatedly. Ihae-seong wrapped his arm around her waist, holding her tight against his side as he nearly lifted her off the ground to walk her down the narrow path.



    



    Even with his 190 cm frame and well-toned body, carrying a grown man like this with one arm was no easy task. But seeing Yun Hye-an’s trembling lips, pale beyond recognition, a surge of strength he couldn’t understand rose within him.



    



    He just had to get Yun Hye-an as far away from the shaman’s house as possible. He needed to put some distance between himself and Yun Hye-an, the person he was seeing differently now, to get her as far from that place as he could. By the time they reached the parking lot, Ihae-seong’s shirt was drenched in sweat.



    



    “Isn’t the manager coming along?”



    



    He asked Yun Hye-an, but she was not in a state to answer normally. Some people had ridden together from Seoul, so Ihae-seong wondered if Yun Hye-an had come in someone else’s car since he hadn’t seen her manager.



    



    “Vice President!”



    



    Ihae-seong’s attendant came running through the rain. As the attendant was about to take Yun Hye-an, Ihae-seong handed him the umbrella and wrapped both arms around Yun Hye-an’s body.



    



    “Let’s get the air in the car warm first. Turn on the seat heater in the back seat.”



    



    “Yes, understood.”



    



    The attendant took the umbrella and immediately ran ahead.



    



    Ihae-seong pulled up his disheveled coat to cover Yun Hye-an’s head and fastened it tightly before heading back to the car. Supporting Yun Hye-an’s frail body in his arms wasn’t difficult, but sitting her in the back seat was another matter.



    



    When he tried to get her in, Yun Hye-an reacted violently, shaking her head and struggling to stay away from him. The person who had barely been able to stand moments ago suddenly seemed to find strength to resist sitting in the car. It was as if she had forgotten how to speak, her mouth making strange noises like cries while her eyes filled with tears, desperately looking at Ihae-seong.



    



    Her pleading eyes, asking him not to abandon her, tore at Ihae-seong’s heart.



    



    “It’s okay. I’ll get in after you, okay? I’m not going anywhere. See? I’ll stay with you.”



    



    Ihae-seong roughly wiped the moisture from his face and bent down to fasten Yun Hye-an’s seatbelt.



    



    “Vice President, I’ll hold her still, you can get in.”



    



    While the attendant in the driver’s seat held onto Yun Hye-an, Ihae-seong circled the trunk and climbed into the car. During that time, Yun Hye-an’s eyes followed him closely.



    



    After taking off his wet jacket, Ihae-seong sat close to her. Their bodies, chilled and soaked in rain, stuck together like magnets. Her frightened eyes darted around, and her trembling lips gasped for air.



    



    He made sure to wrap the coat tightly around her shoulders and back before pulling her into his arms. Her anxious gaze met his as he gently brushed the wet hair from her face to calm her down.



    



    “You’re safe now. Nothing’s going to follow us here.”



    



    Her hand clung weakly to the arm around her shoulders, shaking just as much as her body.



    



    “Let’s go,” Ihae-seong said.



    



    “Vice President, the seatbelt…”



    



    “It’s fine. Just go ahead and start.”



    



    Given how close they were, it was difficult to put on a seatbelt. But that wasn’t important at that moment.



    



    As the car drove down the mountain’s unpaved roads, Ihae-seong checked the temperature on Yun Hye-an’s cheek and neck, feeling how hot her skin was, despite her body being cold to the touch.



    



    “Find a nearby hospital. We need to go to a big hospital first.”



    



    He spoke to the driver, and perhaps he understood, for Yun Hye-an began to resist again. Struggling, she shook her head, mumbling that she didn’t want to go, that she would be fine soon.



    



    “You’re going to pass out again? Look at how hot you are.”



    



    Ihae-seong grabbed her hand and placed it on her forehead so she could feel the heat for herself.



    



    Her earlier resistance waned, and her cracked lips barely parted, gasping for breath.



    



    “It’s… different this time. I’ll be fine. Just…”



    



    “…Just stay with me.”



    



    Those words, “Just stay with me,” felt like they were shattering Ihae-seong’s heart. Why did he feel like everything beneath him was collapsing, as though the very world he had been holding onto was falling apart?



    



    He felt a surge of hot emotion in his chest, a sorrow so deep it almost made him angry.



    



    Hong Seo, the person who had thrown herself from the 32nd floor… it felt like she was here, in his arms, taking her last breaths. It felt like his own soul was burning with hers.



    



    He wanted to pour his own life into those lips.



    



    He tightened his arm around her shoulders and firmly said,



    



    “No, we’re going to the hospital first.”



    



    “I’m really fine.”



    



    “I’ll stay by your side. I won’t leave you. So let’s go to the hospital.”



    



    “It’s... different this time. I’ll be fine soon. The fever will go down.”



    



    “What do you mean, different? How can I know that?”



    



    Even knowing she couldn’t respond properly, his frustration and sadness made his voice sharp, and he immediately regretted it, pressing his eyelids and biting his lower lip.



    



    Yun Hye-an snuggled deeper into his embrace, just like that time when they first lay next to each other, her dry lips brushing his neck.



    



    “Don’t make me go. Uncle… Uncle, I was wrong. Really wrong. I won’t go. I’ll stay here…”



    



    Her voice, calling him “Uncle” and clinging to him, left him with no way to respond. Ihae-seong couldn’t resist.



    



    He could feel the moisture on his neck.



    



    “Alright, we won’t go. You don’t have to. I’m sorry... I’m sorry.”



    



    To calm him down, I gently stroked the back of his head, shoulders, and back. I softly kissed his damp hair and promised, whispering several times, that I wouldn’t let him go.



    



    The anxious child soon fell asleep. Just like the day when Choi Hongseo had come to Seocho-dong to watch *Love Story*, not expecting to fall asleep in my arms that night, unaware of what would happen.



    



    That day, Choi Hongseo had come to Seocho-dong to watch the movie *Love Story*.



    



    When Manager Kang brought the drinks, Choi Hongseo had slowly moved closer to me. It was still early in our relationship, so we were a bit awkward. But when someone even more awkward and difficult appeared, Hongseo unconsciously ended up standing closer to me.



    



    I didn’t even realize that I had grabbed the area around my elbow, but I was still nervous about Manager Kang’s presence.



    



    At that moment, I couldn’t hide the smile that was trying to form on my lips. If I could, I would have kept Manager Kang standing beside me throughout the movie. I wanted to see how Hongseo would shorten the distance between us, how she would depend on me.



    



    By now, it no longer mattered how this child had learned about Choi Hongseo or why she was imitating her. From a certain point on, I had begun seeing this child as Choi Hongseo, listening to her as Choi Hongseo, and treating her as such. And that was the problem.



    



    After pulling the coat tighter around the child who was stirring in my arms, I turned my gaze toward the car window.



    



    By then, the rain had intensified. All I could see was the deep green world, soaked by the heavy downpour.



    



    ---



    



    When I opened my eyes, Choi Hongseo needed a moment to process. To understand where she was and how she had gotten there.



    



    It felt like the blackout after a night of heavy drinking, but for Hongseo, that moment was filled with immense fear. She was afraid she might wake up in another place, in someone else’s body.



    



    Choi Hongseo was lying in the front passenger seat of an SUV. The seat, pushed all the way back, was reclined to its maximum.



    



    Hongseo sat up and the thin, light cashmere coat that had been covering her body slipped off.



    



    "..."



    



    She remembered whose it was. Like a beloved blanket, she held the coat tightly to her chest.



    



    The car was empty. There was no sign of the servant or of Lee Hyesung. The events at the temple in Gangwon-do were still vivid in her mind. There were some gaps in her memory, but she could still remember riding in Lee Hyesung’s car. But she had no memory of when she had moved to the front seat.



    



    Turning her gaze outside the window, Hongseo quickly recognized where she was. It was So-wol-ro on Namsan. In her line of sight, Lee Hyesung was clearly visible.



    



    He wasn’t looking at the night view. With his back to the city lights, he was leaning against the railing, staring at the car. Hongseo also fixed her gaze on him and got out of the car.



    



    He was standing still, watching Choi Hongseo—no, Hongseo’s appearance—approach. As if he had come to a conclusion, like someone who had found peace after a stormy sea had calmed, there was no sign of agitation in him.



    



    Stopping a few steps away, Hongseo offered the coat. But the sight of him, wearing nothing but a shirt, without even a jacket, made him look so cold.



    



    "Here... wear this. I’m wearing a jacket, so..."



    



    Lee Hyesung, who had removed himself from the railing, approached and took the coat without any change in his expression. He wrapped it tightly around Hongseo’s body and fastened it securely in front.



    



    I was going to say that I was fine since my body temperature had returned to normal, but when I saw his expression, I stopped myself.



    



    "How are you feeling?"



    



    His voice was rougher than usual, and Hongseo nodded and answered.



    



    "Thanks to you taking care of me... I’m fine now. The fever’s gone down."



    



    She even touched her forehead to prove it.



    



    But whether he knew the fever had already gone down or not, he didn’t respond to that. Instead, he slowly lowered his gaze to her feet.



    



    "You said you didn’t need a substitute."



    



    "..."



    



    "I’ll cancel that."



    



    Then, his heavy gaze returned to Hongseo’s face.



    



    At this moment, I thought of him like the calm sea after the storm, but that wasn’t it. He had chosen to throw himself into the storm.



    



    With the city lights behind him, a city that once seemed to belong to him, he spoke as if he had nothing left.



    



    "Can you hold me like Choi Hongseo?"
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    “Can you hold me like Choi Hongseo?”



    



    Despite his calm demeanor and tone, his face and eyes were twisted with emotion. Even though his posture remained intact, he looked as if he were begging.



    



    Choi Hongseo wetted her lips with her tongue and asked with trembling lips,



    “What do you... mean?”



    



    “Meaning... Honestly, it wouldn’t mean anything to you, Yoon Hyean.”



    



    He chewed on the word “meaning” in his mouth before speaking plainly,



    “What I want is something like a substitute for Choi Hongseo.”



    



    It wasn’t a harsh tone meant to inflict more pain on purpose. His dry and barren voice showed no emotion.



    



    In the distance, thunder rumbled, as if it were about to pour rain again. The clouds, low and heavy over Seoul, seemed as though they might touch his head. Lee Hyesung shoved one hand into his pants pocket and ran the other through his hair, scattering it. His gaze dropped again to Choi Hongseo’s feet.



    



    “I know that asking you to sleep with me while pretending to be someone else might be an uncomfortable request for you, Yoon Hyean. I understand. If you refuse, there won’t be any consequences...”



    



    “I’ll cancel it.”



    



    She interrupted him, clenching her fists tightly inside the coat he had draped over her shoulders and fastened. She spoke firmly.



    



    Lee Hyesung, whose voice had sounded heavy with fatigue, lifted only his eyes to look at Choi Hongseo.



    



    “What I said about not expecting anything from the vice president… I’ll cancel that too.”



    



    “...”



    



    “Actually, I wanted to sleep with you, vice president.”



    



    “...”



    



    “I don’t really care about who it is, or whether we’re pretending to be someone else. If we’re not lovers, it doesn’t matter who we pretend to be. We’re still not sleeping together because we love each other.”



    



    “Are you serious?”



    



    Lee Hyesung looked directly at Choi Hongseo, and this time, her gaze dropped to the side. As she quietly stared at his right hand, she slowly nodded.



    



    She knew she couldn’t refuse to touch that hand again.



    



    “I’ve always been that kind of person... maybe that’s why.”



    



    She emphasized again, keeping her gaze fixed on his large hand, veins visibly bulging under the skin, yet neat in form.



    



    “I’ve always wanted to sleep with you, vice president.”



    



    She didn’t want him to feel any unnecessary guilt. While you might feel guilty thinking I, Yoon Hyean, am the one suggesting this, I’m also accepting it as an opportunity.



    



    Whether he believed her words or not, she wasn’t sure. His serious face seemed ready to demand the truth, as if it might threaten her with fear.



    



    But he didn’t do that. Standing up from the railing, he gestured toward Choi Hongseo’s back.



    



    “Then let’s go.”



    



    Turning around, Choi Hongseo saw the traffic light had turned green.



    



    Had he sent the attendant away? He made her sit in the passenger seat, took the wheel himself, and after searching for his phone and pressing a few buttons, soon started driving.



    



    After driving straight for a while, the SUV made a U-turn and headed back against the original direction. It entered the H Hotel near the entrance of Sowol-ro and descended into the underground parking garage. Choi Hongseo recalled the first time she had walked along Sowol-ro, preparing herself to entertain at that very hotel.



    



    Though it was unlikely for Yoon Hyean, she felt relieved that it wasn’t his home. Revisiting a space with memories of Choi Hongseo stirred up a fever and strange symptoms in her body.



    



    At the parking lot, someone who had been waiting directed his car. Parking in the empty space, Lee Hyesung casually spoke,



    



    “It’ll be uncomfortable, but turn your face the other way for a moment. I need to get the key without checking in.”



    



    He pressed the parking brake and grabbed the coat Choi Hongseo had been holding in her lap, draping it around her like a shawl.



    



    “It’s not like they’ll cause trouble since they’re trustworthy, but it’s probably more convenient for both of us if you don’t show your face.”



    



    She awkwardly turned her head, and the sound of the driver’s side window rolling down followed. After a brief exchange, the window rolled back up. Moments later, Lee Hyesung’s hand reached out and removed the coat.



    



    “It’s done now. You can get out.”



    



    His actions were kind, but they were completely different from the kindness Choi Hongseo had experienced in the past. The touch, the tone of voice, the look in his eyes, and the smile—none of it had the sweet fragrance it once had.



    



    And yet, it still felt the same.



    



    Every time his hand touched her, her heart contracted with fear and expanded violently like an explosion.



    



    She quickly followed him, and they took the staff elevator to avoid meeting anyone. They arrived at the room without encountering anyone.



    



    Once inside, he passed through the living room and headed straight for the bedroom. Without looking back, he adjusted the curtains, lighting, and temperature in the room while speaking to Choi Hongseo, who had followed behind.



    



    “There’s probably something you need to prepare, so take your time and wash up. I’ll use the bathroom over there.”



    



    After dimming the lights, he turned back to look at Choi Hongseo, who was awkwardly standing in the middle of the room. Her gaze dropped as she realized she had carried the coat with her all the way here.



    



    Without saying anything, he closed the door and left the bedroom.



    



    After hanging the coat carefully in the dressing room and slowly finishing her shower, Choi Hongseo couldn’t bring herself to leave the bathroom for a while. She closed her eyes, counting from one to five, then from one to ten. No matter how many times she repeated the process, the tension, anxiety, and strange fear didn’t subside. It had always worked before going on stage...



    



    In front of the mirror, strangely enough, Yoon Hyean now looked at his face, which had become somewhat familiar, checking it here and there. His face, still damp, seemed to resemble Choi Hongseo's, as some people had said. Both of them had big, distinct eyes, but Yoon Hyean's were slightly larger. His long, thick eyelashes gave his eyes an even more dazzling appearance. His lips, however, were not as red as Choi Hongseo's. Still, the overall features were similar. Perhaps because Choi Hongseo's expressions had been imposed on him, he looked more like the Yoon Hyean that Choi Hongseo had known in the past, rather than the person he had been before.



    



    How could he make his eyes appear smaller? Choi Hongseo gently rubbed the fold of his eyelid and sighed, dropping his hand.



    



    The actions he had shown on the way down from the shaman's house in Gangwon-do... for a moment, it had filled him with some hope. At that moment, Lee Hae-seong had treated Yoon Hyean completely like Choi Hongseo. It wasn't an act of testing him, nor was it a role play where he pretended to be Choi Hongseo due to longing, even though he thought logically it was impossible.



    



    When Lee Hae-seong had held him in his arms, comforting him, it felt as if he was about to call him "baby."



    



    The soul of Choi Hongseo waking up in Yoon Hyean's body... who could have imagined such a thing? It was a truth no one would believe.



    



    "The giraffe wearing a serpent's skin doesn't fit, and it’s bound to be suffocating."



    



    Choi Hongseo shook his head as he mulled over the shaman's words, trying to brush off the thoughts. Now was not the time to dwell on such things. Once again, he wiped the steam from the mirror with his palm.



    



    Hoping he could look a bit more like Choi Hongseo, he bit his lower lip hard to make them appear redder.



    



    He made up his mind and left the bathroom, but his figure was nowhere to be found in the bedroom. Instead, a neatly folded set of pajamas was placed at the foot of the bed.



    



    "......"



    



    It was the first night he had stayed at his house. The pajamas he had given him.



    



    He stood still in front of them, staring down for a while. On top of the pajamas, which were folded as neatly as something displayed in a store, a bottle of perfume was placed.



    



    It was the same perfume he had gifted to Choi Hongseo.



    



    He must have given some instructions to his attendants after getting in the car, judging by the way he had fiddled with his phone.



    



    He was probably telling him to wear this and spray that. If he didn’t, it would be impossible for him to embrace him thinking he was Choi Hongseo...



    



    He removed his robe and placed it on the bench at the foot of the bed, then sprayed the perfume on his bare skin, just like he had been taught.



    



    The scent, which he hadn't smelled in a while, made him instinctively close his eyes and take a deep breath. Even without the perfume, he always smelled good, but this fragrance was the one most strongly associated with the memory of Choi Hongseo. It was as if he were wrapping himself in it, and his whole body trembled with a thrilling sensation.



    



    He put on the pajamas over his bare skin that had been sprayed with perfume. Yoon Hyean’s body was thinner than Choi Hongseo’s, but since their height and basic body shapes weren’t too different, he thought he might look somewhat similar wearing his pajamas. He was relieved.



    



    It wasn’t until he started buttoning the top that he realized his hands were shaking. After several failed attempts, he finally managed to fasten the buttons.



    



    When he finally secured the top button, the bedroom door, which was meant to open both ways, creaked open cautiously.



    



    Wearing a robe, Lee Hae-seong entered holding two glasses of whiskey on the rocks.



    



    Instinctively, Choi Hongseo turned his body away from him and hastily continued buttoning his pajamas. He heard Lee Hae-seong's rustling laugh from behind.



    



    It was as if to say, "Does it really matter if you show your bare chest now? We’re going to strip everything off soon and roll around anyway."



    



    "Would you like a drink if you’re finding it difficult to stay sober?"



    



    Perhaps because he had been drinking while waiting for him to finish preparing, the scent of whiskey wafted from his breath as he drew closer. The strong alcohol had mostly evaporated, leaving the rich, heavy aroma of whiskey. This too was one of the smells he remembered from Lee Hae-seong.



    



    He wanted to remember every moment of this with a clear mind, but it seemed he needed to suppress the trembling and tension first.



    



    He accepted the glass from him, closed his eyes, and gulped it down. It felt like his throat was burning.



    



    When he took a third large sip, Lee Hae-seong forcefully pulled the glass from his hand.



    



    "What are you doing? Do you want to collapse?"



    



    "......"



    



    Choi Hongseo wiped the alcohol from the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand and stepped back a couple of steps. His gaze quickly scanned Yoon Hyean's figure, dressed in loose pajamas, and stopped at the trembling fingers.



    



    "Do you think you won’t be able to do it unless you drink? If that’s the case, we should stop right now. Even though you asked me to act like Choi Hongseo, I have no interest in forcing myself onto someone who doesn't want it."



    



    His voice was as cold as his stiff expression. Turning around, he walked toward the table by the window and placed the glass down.



    



    Choi Hongseo hurriedly chased after him and grabbed his arm. Shaking his head, he looked directly into his face, denying firmly.



    



    "No! I’m not scared, really! It’s just... I’m nervous."



    



    He was afraid that Lee Hae-seong might send him away. He needed something to hold onto, something to say to keep him there, something like Choi Hongseo would say.



    



    Still looking down at him with a stiff expression, Lee Hae-seong's shoulders tensed as Choi Hongseo pressed his forehead against them, gripping the sleeve of his robe tightly.



    



    "I... might not feel much when we do it."



    



    "......"



    



    "Even if that’s the case, it’s not because I don’t want to do it with you..."



    



    Before he could finish speaking, Lee Hae-seong grabbed Choi Hongseo’s upper arm and dragged him toward the bed.
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    Because the bed was high, his thighs got caught on the mattress, and he wrapped his arms around Choi Hong-seo's waist, pulling him up onto the bed.



    



    The next moment, Choi Hong-seo was propped up on his elbow on the sheet, half-lying down. Kneeling with his legs spread wide, he looked down, his shoulders heaving.



    



    The eyes, filled with overwhelming emotions, were like a wounded beast under attack. Suffering from deep wounds and groaning, it kept its distance from anyone who approached... Such a large and pitiful beast.



    



    I wanted to comfort him by touching his cheek. I wanted to remove all the restraints that were tormenting him. However, while it was allowed to get on the bed with him, touching his face freely was probably a privilege that only 'Choi Hong-seo' could have.



    



    I remembered every detail of the two times we had slept together.



    



    The words he said, the expressions he made, the places he caressed and in what order.



    



    Not knowing the sex between ordinary lovers, even the memory of trying to 'serve' him as she had unconsciously done in the past.



    



    Of course, couples can enjoy oral sex as well. But at that time, I didn't know that in a couple's first sexual encounter, you don't just jump straight into oral sex ahead of all the other foreplay.



    



    He couldn't easily reach out to 'Yoon Hye-an' who was lying below.



    



    Choi Hong-seo swallowed dryly. She hesitantly lifted her upper body and brought her still trembling hands towards his center.



    



    Just like Choi Hong-seo did that day, to kneel between his legs and caress his man. What he wants is for him to act like Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "......"



    



    Lee Haeseong, who had been silently watching, grabbed Choi Hongseo's wrist just before his hand could touch the gown. It was a force strong enough to make the bones throb.



    



    My baby is very bold.



    



    That's a secret. Don't touch Hongseo.



    



    Those words did not come back.



    



    He simply pushed Choi Hong-seo's shoulder gently back and laid him down on the high, plush, and large pillow.



    



    He, who had been sitting between Choi Hong-seo's calves, closed the distance and stepped closer. His knee pushed under Choi Hong-seo's thigh. The legs parted, and through the thin pajama layer without underwear, his groin covered by the robe was felt. In the warm contact of the most intimate area, Choi Hong-seo felt as if all the trembling in his body had ceased.



    



    Instead, the realization that I was feeling him again shook my emotions greatly. To avoid being overwhelmed by emotions, I deliberately blocked my thoughts. If I opened the floodgates of my emotions here, it was clear I would end up crying before I could even do anything with him. I couldn't afford to mess things up like that.



    



    He did not try to overlap his upper body while lying face down. He pressed only his lower body tightly against the person lying below him and slowly examined them. And then, I reached out and lightly rubbed the hair between my fingers.



    



    "How about dyeing your hair?"



    



    "......"



    



    "Blonde or pink..." Or light blue would be nice too.



    



    They were all colors that Choi Hong-seo had used during her activities with 'Layered'.



    



    "I want to do that too." But... We have to start filming soon.



    



    "Hmm..."



    



    He set his lips firmly and sighed. If he could just look a little more like Choi Hong-seo, then such trivial matters would seem insignificant.



    



    Hair fell limply between his fingers. The hand that had come down slowly burrowed between the wide-open collar of the pajama top. The hand that loosely wrapped around the nape of his neck made Choi Hong-seo's breathing irregular.



    



    Click, click, he slowly unbuttoned his pajamas with one hand. This time, for a moment, his breath stopped.



    



    I had given 'Choi Hong-seo' a passionate and intense kiss while unbuttoning, but not to 'Yoon Hye-an'. His eyes, constantly searching every part of 'Yoon Hye-an's' face, clearly showed what he was looking for.



    



    He was desperately searching for something, comparing, and then the look of disappointment kept repeating in his eyes.



    



    In his eyes, searching for Choi Hong-seo, there was no trace of sexual excitement at all. His lower body, pressed between his legs, was the same.



    



    Being similar is not enough. It has to be Choi Hong-seo.



    



    He felt as if he would get off the bed at any moment, realizing that the body lying in front of him was nothing but a fake.



    



    However, having unbuttoned all the buttons, he pushed the hem of his shirt outward.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, while lying down and fidgeting, subtly tugged at one side of his shirt.



    



    Thanks to consistent exercise and self-care, Choi Hong-seo's body was lean yet firm, unlike Yoon Hye-an's, which was still frail. I wasn't confident about showing him that body. Because I didn't think it would really stimulate his libido.



    



    Despite following a diet and exercise regimen, Yoon Hye-an's body, which she had neglected for a long time relying solely on her natural physique and pretty figure, did not easily gain muscle.



    



    Ignoring the gesture of wanting to hide, his palm slipped inside the shirt. The tip of his middle finger brushed against the nipple, but it was not a touch with the intention of caressing. Nevertheless, my shoulders hunched. The facial muscles twitched. His sharp gaze was taking in all those reactions.



    



    He touched and checked his chest, which was much flatter than Choi Hong-seo's, and this time he tried to pull his pajama top over his shoulder. He held onto one side tightly and tried to resist, but the other side's sleeve had already been pulled down to the elbow.



    



    "You said you wanted to sleep with me." "Are you going to sleep without taking it off?"



    



    You boldly said you wanted to see me, so why are you acting so boringly? It felt like he was interrogating me. If I pointed out the differences from Choi Hong-seo, I thought you might get upset, so I couldn't say that. I had no choice but to give in to the remaining part of my shirt as he pulled it.



    



    The top was pulled down to his elbows, and although it was well spread, his bony shoulders, flat chest, and flat stomach were all exposed in front of him. Revealing Yoon Hye-an's body in front of him suddenly felt so unfamiliar and strange. I couldn't look him in the eye and turned my head.



    



    According to the past scenario with 'Choi Hong-seo', the next step was for his face to approach the chest and suck on the nipple. After that, he gradually moved down...



    



    However, he didn't move according to the script. He stretched his upper body and reached out his arm to grab the sex gel and condoms placed on the nightstand.



    



    He glanced down at Choi Hong-seo's flustered face and let out a bitter, mocking laugh. Did you really expect me to suck your body?



    



    Suddenly, a hot flush spread over my ears and face. With a body that only knew how to serve, I was as embarrassed as the first time I tried to give him oral, no, even more so.



    



    Right now, he felt like a fool for constantly forgetting that he wasn't Choi Hong-seo.



    



    But I couldn't just stand by and do nothing out of embarrassment. Unlike the real Choi Hong-seo, the current version of herself didn't have much of a chance.



    



    I threw the gel onto the bed and lunged at him as he took a condom out of the box. I grabbed each of his wrists with both hands and looked him straight in the eye. As Yoon Hye-an, it was probably the first time I had touched his body with a clear mind.



    



    It was so desperate that it could even blow away such feelings.



    



    "We do it without a condom, us."



    



    "......"



    



    His hand stopped. However, it was only for a moment that he looked at it, revealing a mix of anger and hurt, as if his emotions were wildly fluctuating. He soon averted his gaze and tore open the condom packaging. As if he would no longer fall for the same trick of imitating Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Choi Hong-seo became anxious. It was an opportunity that might not come again. I wanted to connect with him again, like I did when I was Choi Hong-seo. I suddenly yanked his wrist and resisted.



    



    "You said to do it like Choi Hong-seo." "But why can't it be done?"



    



    He answered with his expression first, as if to say, "Why are you asking such an obvious question?"



    



    "Even if I asked you to hold me like Choi Hong-seo, I can't treat you like Hong-seo..." That's just not possible.



    



    "......"



    



    No matter how much you pretend to be Choi Hong-seo, just like the real Choi Hong-seo, even if I try to embrace you instead of Choi Hong-seo, I can't think of you as the real Choi Hong-seo.



    



    It was so correct that I couldn't argue anymore.



    



    He completely untied the knot of the already loose robe. His slightly erect penis emerged between the parted folds. His genitals were akin to his secrecy, his hidden self. In the face of his vigorous masculinity, Choi Hong-seo felt longing before lust.



    



    The memory of sharing love with that connection, being loved to the point of melting into my body... Funny enough, it vividly came back to life in Yoon Hye-an's body as well.



    



    However, he did not allow himself to be immersed in memories.



    



    His heavy, large hand lightly tapped Choi Hong-seo's left shoulder.



    



    "Thanks for getting into the role, but Bearback8 is a principle of only doing it with someone you love."



    



    After speaking plainly, he slowly pushed her shoulders outward. It meant to turn around and lie face down.



    



    Confirming once again that he was not Choi Hong-seo, Choi Hong-seo obediently lay down as he was pushed. Rather, to ensure that he couldn't see her face, or rather, to ensure that he couldn't see 'Yoon Hye-an's' face, she turned her face to the other side.



    



    I felt the warmth of his body as he lay down next to me, behind my face. He lay sideways next to my prone body and placed his palm on my shoulder blade. The palm, damp with sweat, clung tightly to the skin. His hand gently stroked the back of her head. As if hesitating, gently, it was as cautious as a hand trying not to wake a beloved one who had fallen into a deep sleep.



    



    When her face was hidden, he became even more affectionate. Choi Hong-seo buried his face in the pillow he was hugging and closed his eyes.
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    When his face was no longer visible, he became even more affectionate. Choi Hong-seo buried his face in the pillow he was hugging and closed his eyes.



    



    Lying side by side with her on her stomach, he stroked Choi Hong-seo's hair for a long time. When he closed his eyes and felt that touch, it seemed no different from before.



    



    Sleep well, forget all your worries and pain, and sleep soundly by my side. It was like the time he held me in his arms and put me to sleep.



    



    His hand, which had moved down from his shoulder, now gently brushed over the skin. Like touching a delicate and very expensive piece of craftsmanship that would get damaged at the slightest lapse in attention.



    



    Gently stroking the upper back with the entire palm, he pulled up the collar of the pajama top that had been half-removed. After that, a hand as heavy as a heart was placed gently, wrapping around the back of the neck.



    



    With my eyes closed and lying face down, I focused on each of his gestures with my sense of touch.



    



    His face came close enough for me to feel his breath on the part of my head where hair was starting to grow.



    



    The scent of the perfume I had sprayed on my bare skin was fading, but the impact of his breath was powerful. His forehead, the bridge of his nose, was touching the back of his head and neck. It was sweet and fragrant.



    



    As if to whisper something, he took a deep breath.



    



    The forehead that touched the back of the head moved side to side. He was shaking his head.



    



    "Finally, a crazy beggar..."



    



    "......"



    



    "You're out of your mind."



    



    With a trembling sigh, he criticized himself as if talking to himself.



    



    Soon, his body moved away. After a brief pause, the palm, smeared with gel, slipped inside the pajama bottoms, pushing against the buttocks. Flinch, the body stiffened, but the skilled hands kneading the buttocks like a massage soon made the muscles relax.



    



    With a sticky and sensual viscous liquid, his fingers teased the entrance. As he checked if it had softened enough, his fingertips pressed firmly around the anal area, making it feel like they would soon delve deep inside, causing his breath to falter.



    



    We are not lovers. So I knew that kissing or caressing wasn't a necessary step. The main purpose of this kind of sexual encounter is the release of sexual tension through penetrative sex, not to share intimacy through kisses, hugs, or caresses. There was no obligation to carefully lick and soothe the anus of someone I didn't even love.



    



    I know. I thought I was prepared for everything.



    



    Can you hold me like Choi Hong-seo? Because you asked like that. Did you really have the expectation that I would treat you like the real Choi Hong-seo?



    



    The sex, which omitted the process of deep, melting caresses and soothing kisses that warmed the entire body, and the careful oral stimulation of the anus done solely with tongue and lips without any gel, left Choi Hong-seo bewildered.



    



    "Ugh."



    



    His fingers entered the sufficiently softened entrance. Choi Hong-seo unconsciously tightened the hole with his buttocks. It was as if she was rejecting and pushing away his fingers.



    



    It was the body I had loved and desired so much. The way he entered was unfamiliar. It wasn't rough, but it wasn't gentle either. As a preparatory process for inserting the penis, I was simply moving efficiently to properly relax the anus.



    



    I didn't really understand what it meant to embrace him with someone else's body.



    



    I still didn't quite understand what it meant to wake up from death in someone else's body and come back to life.



    



    There was no way to know.



    



    Even if it's just through someone imitating his lover, what must his feelings be like, wanting to numb the pain even for a moment? I didn't know well.



    



    I couldn't figure out how to be wise.



    



    Rather than being wise, I just desperately wanted to be by his side. Even if it was a decision that was both foolish and selfish.



    



    "Ugh..."



    



    As he pulled down the band of the pajamas, his buttocks were further exposed. A long, thick finger pushed deep inside. The insertion of the finger, devoid of emotion, felt almost like a medical procedure.



    



    There was no way he could be excited by such a dry act. Choi Hong-seo's body also remained tense.



    



    It's different from what I expected. I still couldn't fully accept the fact that I wasn't Choi Hong-seo. The reality that I can't be loved by him like before...



    



    At least I knew that we were together now. Whether it was pain or sorrow, being with him was the only hope I had as Yoon Hye-an. But he... He, who is still suffering from Choi Hong-seo's death... Is this really what he wants right now?



    



    In an attempt to crawl towards the headboard of the bed, Choi Hong-seo wriggled on the sheets.



    



    "Ugh."



    



    The finger that followed bent inside to widen the inner wall. Even though he was touching me, I couldn't feel any pleasure.



    



    The pillow I was burying my face in became hot and soaked. To avoid being caught, I clenched my jaw and stifled the sound.



    



    "Why are you crying?"



    



    Even though it seemed like nothing had leaked out, he immediately noticed.



    



    I shook my head, saying I wasn't crying.



    



    "Is it because you're sick?"



    



    Once again, I shook my head more firmly.



    



    Behind the sound of a heavy sigh, his fingers slipped out from within her body.



    



    "Ugh, no, that's not it..." Sniff...



    



    "What do you mean it's not?"



    



    "Ah, heh..." No, sob... No... no...



    



    "Exactly." What do you mean by "what"?



    



    "Sir..." Sniff, I've never done anything like this before... So...



    



    As his body heat faded away, Choi Hong-seo felt her body cooling down and lifted herself up from her prone position. In the tear-blurred vision, he was moving with his back turned. He had somehow taken off his robe and was completely naked.



    



    "Let's quit." Holding onto someone who's crying... Anyway, it won't work out.



    



    "......"



    



    "Wash up first." Take your time.



    



    He never looked back while speaking. What I could see were his firm buttocks perched on the edge of the bed, his broad back, and his thick shoulders adorned with prominent deltoids. Nevertheless, confusion emanated from that back view.



    



    He was using his entire body to breathe, with his arms resting on his thighs and his jaw clenched. As if trying to control some intense emotion.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who wiped his tear-streaked face with his palm, quietly looked at his back.



    



    I was scared every moment.



    



    Even though I was alive in this world, breathing, it was terrifying to feel like a ghost wandering among people, unable to be seen by anyone. According to the shaman's words, even if I walked and spoke pretending to be alive, I was still a corpse, and even if I felt joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure, I was still a ghost.



    



    Only in the moments when he was by his side could he truly feel that he was Choi Hong-seo, that he was grounded and alive.



    



    Even when he terrifyingly pressured 'Yoon Hye-an', even when he tested him as if playing a role, and even now when he demands that he become a substitute for Choi Hong-seo... The fact that Lee Hae-seong still couldn't forget Choi Hong-seo, and that he couldn't let anything related to Choi Hong-seo pass by without a sensitive reaction, was what kept Choi Hong-seo alive as Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Slowly, it crawled forward on his back.



    



    Even though he would feel the presence approaching right behind him, he didn't move.



    



    Every time he breathed, his broad back gently swelled and then subsided, and Choi Hong-seo's index finger touched the center of it.



    



    "......"



    



    As if subdued by that insignificant and trivial force, his strong body ceased all movement.



    



    The real Choi Hong-seo, lying on the bed in my room at the UN Village accommodation with a body burning with fever, almost for the first time, clung to him and threw a tantrum, saying not to go.



    



    To avoid touching, Choi Hong-seo playfully poked his fingers on the back of Lee Hae-sung, who was lying facing the other way.



    



    Back then, I wrote some words on his back...



    



    Did I say I love you? Did I say let's get married? Did we say we would run away together?



    



    No, those were all things that Ihaesung had said. I hadn't forgotten a single memory with him.



    



    Slowly, he moved his fingers and began to write. That day, it wasn't the scribbles he had doodled on his back. Just... It was what the current Choi Hong-seo wanted to say to him.



    



    Mi... No... Ha...



    



    I couldn't finish the sentence I was about to say, and he turned his waist to look at me.



    



    I tightly grasped Choi Hong-seo's wrist, which had awkwardly stopped in mid-air. A heart was beating within the grasped wrist. He applied pressure as if he were going to crush the wrist bone. Like someone witnessing a miracle, his face, as he looked at Choi Hong-seo, was filled with awe, confusion, and an incomprehensible shock.



    



    I felt alive. Whether through another person's body or anything else, in this moment when he looked at me, spoke to me, and recognized me, I could feel alive. Only by him.



    



    He stared straight into Choi Hong-seo's eyes, his lips twitching.



    



    "At the birthday party."



    



    "......"



    



    "I got involved between you and that man."



    



    He was talking about Yoon Hye-an's birthday party. The idol group member who was said to have had a casual relationship with Yoon Hye-an. Lee Hae-sung, who had intervened in the argument between Yoon Hye-an and the man, seemed like he was about to pounce on the other person at any moment. He didn't hide his displeasure and acted arrogantly towards the other person.



    



    "You said you couldn't stand seeing me being bullied." You said you were angry."



    



    "......"



    



    "I wasn't really that kind of good person to begin with."



    



    This was something said to Choi Hong-seo, not Yoon Hye-an. On their first date on Sowol-ro. In the narrow alley where the orange-colored honeysuckle was spilling down the wall.



    



    "...... Why is that?"Why is that?



    



    At that time, Lee Haesung had a confident expression on his face. He already knew the answer, but his expression seemed to say he wanted you to think about the answer to this question yourself. But now, Yeseong was completely different. The face, filled with a desperate plea for an answer, was twisted in pain.



    



    "Even though you dislike me, you helped me earlier."



    



    At the party that day, Choi Hong-seo had said that to Lee Hae-sung. And now he was saying that it was a mistake.



    



    His hand approached and gently cupped Choi Hong-seo's cheek. His thumb moved across the cheek like a wiper. Only then did Choi Hong-seo realize that he was crying.



    



    "My heart is torn."



    



    "Hhh, hhh... Huu, hhh..."



    



    "It's someone else crying, but... there's no way my heart could hurt like this."



    



    "Uncle, hhh, I... I... hhh..."



    



    "I know."



    



    His hand, which had been caressing the cheek, now wrapped around the back of the neck. His forehead touched Choi Hong-seo's forehead.



    



    He knew everything. So, there was no need to speak painfully. He nodded.
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    "Sir, huh, I... Nahu, I...



    



    "I know."



    



    His hand, which had been caressing her cheek, now wrapped broadly around the back of her neck. His forehead touched Choi Hong-seo's forehead.



    



    I know everything. So you don't have to speak painfully. He nodded.



    



    The heat rose from their foreheads touching. The breath that touched each other's lips and noses was hot. Right in front of me, his broad chest and shoulders were moving up and down rapidly.



    



    "Clearly, it's a question with options up to 5..." But neither this nor that seems convincing enough to conclude as the answer... My head feels like it's going to explode... Then now, I can't help but think like this.



    



    "......"



    



    "Isn't the answer number 6?"



    



    It was unclear whether he was speaking to the person next to him or to himself. As is often the case when people look into their own inner selves, his eyes, which had lost focus and become hazy, gradually fixed on Choi Hong-seo.



    



    He took in the two eyes looking at him, the cheeks not yet dry from tears, and the lips not redder than 'Choi Hong-seo,' one by one. And finally, his gaze lingered longer on the lips he had looked at last. The hand that was holding the back of his neck moved to cover his cheek and ear, and the warm thumb gently brushed against his lower lip.



    



    A moment ago, it was a touch that made my body tremble even more than when his hand went inside my anus.



    



    He lifted his chin and tilted his face.



    



    The lips that had come close as if to kiss hesitated for a moment at the distance where their noses brushed. His breath flowed into Choi Hong-seo's nose and lips. Choi Hong-seo took a deep breath and inhaled it. I wanted to hold onto the faint, sharp aftertaste of the cigarette and the sweet-bitter aftertaste of the whiskey in my lungs. I wanted to take a deep breath, hold it, and keep only his breath stored in my lungs.



    



    He poured his ragged breath into Choi Hong-seo's lips and then drifted away. As if still unable to accept everything. At the threshold of chaos, with hands shoved in pockets, wandering aimlessly and then turning away desolately.



    



    Instead, he buried his face in Choi Hong-seo's nape. As his breath touched her sensitive neck, Choi Hong-seo felt all the strength leave her body. Her eyes closed involuntarily.



    



    Rubbing his lips against the warm skin, Lee Hae-seong collapsed onto the bed, enveloping Choi Hong-seo with his entire body.



    



    It was different from a moment ago when I had laid down 'Yoon Hye-an' and tried not to overlap our upper bodies even though our legs were tightly pressed together. The groin and lower abdomen, chest and armpit, face and lips, nape of the neck... My entire body was in contact with him.



    



    Lee Haesung pressed his lips firmly against the root where Choi Hongseo's neck began. The soft flesh of the lips was pressed down in a grotesque manner, squished from side to side. Then, as if merely rubbing wasn't enough, they stood up and scratched and bit the skin.



    



    "Ugh..."



    



    Spreading her legs to receive his large body, Choi Hong-seo embraced his upper body with her arms. He rubbed his cheek against the hair sucking on his neck and kissed him.



    



    His penis, which had been twitching and poking at his thigh, was now properly hardening. I felt the pulse racing with heat.



    



    "Ugh, huff."



    



    In an instant, as the suction forcefully compressed the surface of her skin, Choi Hong-seo recoiled and embraced his head. He didn't stop and continued to chew on the flesh, sucking it in painfully.



    



    "Ah..." Ah... ugh.



    



    The bittersweet pain was rather sweet. Because it was the realization that I was once again reaching him while alive. He was changing positions, marking the nape of her neck with bruises here and there. However, Choi Hong-seo didn't want to stop him at all.



    



    Without removing it from his neck, he tore off the pajama top this time with more urgent and rough hands.



    



    "Ugh."



    



    After leaning back to expose his chest and shoulders completely, he immediately lunged at the nipple. Unprepared, Choi Hong-seo covered his mouth with his hand.



    



    Not only did he take the swollen tip into his mouth, but he also took the wide areola, sucking hard enough to make his cheeks hollow. In his mouth, the sharp tip of his tongue was scraping over the nipple. Choi Hong-seo's mind went blank. I couldn't think of anything. Covering my mouth, I rubbed my legs against his side, instinctively thrusting my hips and rubbing my genitals against his bulging lower abdomen. Without even realizing it, I was doing that.



    



    He pressed his hardened nipple between his teeth and looked up.



    



    "Who says I'm not feeling well?"



    



    It was exactly what I had said to Choi Hong-seo on our first night together.



    



    "Back then, now too..." "Being so sensitive like this."



    



    "Haah, huff!"



    



    Choi Hong-seo covered her mouth with both hands this time.



    



    He started sucking on his chest again with his mouth, and at the same time, he shoved his hand into his pajamas.



    



    His warm, large hand gently kneaded the gel that wouldn't easily dry, still pooling abundantly between her legs. To make a creaking sound, he deliberately squeezed and released her flesh repeatedly, murmuring languidly.



    



    "Look at this." Here too... It's all wet like this.



    



    His eyes looked like someone wandering in ecstasy. It was as if he were seeing another world under the influence of alcohol or drugs. Rubbing the inside of his wrist suggestively, he widened his anus.



    



    This time, we didn't kiss, but the caresses showered on the nape of the neck, chest, belly, pubic area, inner thighs... The caresses showering kisses all over the body were just like before. The pajama bottoms were completely removed, and the sensitive spot inside was stimulated, causing Choi Hong-seo's erect penis to rub against his chest and abdomen.



    



    The sensation of him pulling out from inside the anus was even more lewd than the sensation of him pushing in. As the fingers that had been widening the hole withdrew, something much thicker and harder than the fingers began to rub against the entrance of the anus.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, gasping for breath, unconsciously pushed his lower abdomen. However, of course, it was a trivial amount of strength.



    



    In the darkness, I looked down at his condom-covered penis, glistening with pre-cum and gel.



    



    "Condom..." "Are you not going to take it off?"



    



    Even at this moment, is that really so important? He smiled with a face wet with sweat. And still, with his thick and firm waist, he rubbed the entrance with the tip of his glans, creating gentle curves.



    



    "We're starting filming soon."



    



    "Heehee, heh..." Huh...”



    



    "If I get pregnant, what will happen to the movie?"



    



    "Ugh, sob, haah, gasp."



    



    "It's a project you wanted to do." You have to finish the movie safely.



    



    "Heh, sob... sob..." Huh..."



    



    If we have sex without a condom and you get pregnant, will you marry me? Because of Lee Hae-sung's adaptation of that old joke, Choi Hong-seo, despite sweating on his forehead and temples, managed to smile faintly.



    



    The insertion that seemed to gradually take away his breath matched his memories. He keenly observed the breathing and expression of the person lying below, continuously applying gel from his palm to the remaining part of the penis that was not yet fully inserted.



    



    "Huff, huff..." Sniff... Hehe, heh.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo's breath as he received him was like a sorrowful child trying to hold back tears. Pushing his lower abdomen out and repeatedly tearing at the sheets, Choi Hong-seo, with a sob, tightly embraced the shoulders that filled his vision as he pushed in the last root all the way.



    



    My body was filled with him, and my whole body was covered by him. I could feel his pulse and weight, body temperature, the slippery sweat on his skin, the strong elasticity and heat of his genitals.



    



    Perhaps returning to this world is a punishment.



    



    It is a life that was once ended by oneself.



    



    Family, Director Myung, Lee Seokyung... To an astonishing degree, I had no lingering attachments, so I didn't even bother to look for them properly. To Choi Hong-seo, they were all unnecessary remnants left behind in a past life. Of course, there were people like Jeong Ji-in or Song Hyun-soo whom he missed, but it wasn't a life-or-death issue that he couldn't endure this life without lingering by their side.



    



    Only the feelings for 이해성 were unique. It was as if this was the only thing connecting the previous life to the current one.



    



    Perhaps returning to this world is not a punishment. In some form or another, by his side, feeling him with my whole body once again. Could this be a punishment?



    



    "Heh, um..." Huff, hmm...



    



    He slowly moved his waist. The friction occurring in the most delicate and secretive area instantly generated heat within Choi Hong-seo's body.



    



    I pulled down the sleeves of my top that had been dragged down to my elbows and wrapped my arms around his neck.



    



    A large hand approached and brushed the sweaty hair off my forehead. His gaze, which used to scrutinize every corner of the face, had changed. It was not the same eyes that had been searching, comparing, and then repeatedly feeling disappointed, like a moment ago.



    



    "Now I know." Back then, you... Why you said you couldn't feel it well.



    



    "Umm..." Huh, huh.”



    



    "Why you until then..." "Why you couldn't help but feel that way."



    



    "Ugh..." Huh...



    



    The sound escaping from her lips was indistinguishable between a cry and a moan. His gaze looking down at Choi Hong-seo was also wavering pitifully.



    



    "Ugh!" "Ugh!"



    



    His thrusts quickened. His excited and erect penis, due to her, rubs against her body, igniting a fire within. Once again, it was being shaken, rubbed, and loved deeply by him. Choi Hong-seo was convinced that this was not a punishment. This was a reward, a grace, and the most generous forgiveness. The fact that I borrowed someone else's body was a trivial matter.



    



    His chest pressed down tightly on Choi Hong-seo's chest, overlapping with it. His temple, completely pressed against the top, was felt against Choi Hong-seo's ear. From below, he kept coming and going incessantly with his lower body pressed tightly against hers.



    



    "Ugh, sob..." Huh... Huh, huh..."



    



    "...... Hongseo.""Seohong."



    



    I thought I had misheard it.



    



    However, before the mind could even recognize it, the body reacted first. The precarious emotions burst forth with tears.



    



    "Heuueuh, heh, ah..." Mister, sob... Hic... Mister...



    



    "Yeah, I'm okay now." It's okay.



    



    "Huh, huh..." Hah, huh... Hic...



    



    "I'm going to kill them all." Then you... there... You don't have to go... It's okay now."



    



    I could feel moisture and trembling in his voice. I tried to turn my head to see his face, but his large hand covered it completely. He covered my eyes so I couldn't see anything and pressed down firmly so I couldn't move my head.



    



    Who is it that they are planning to kill?



    



    The words of Director Kang, who once said that understanding could be a demigod capable of saving or killing a person, suddenly came to mind. Is that why? The tone of the word "kill" was strangely vivid. It didn't sound like just an expression or a figure of speech.



    



    How much must they be suffering to think and say such things...



    



    What answer did you find, and what answer is written in option 6? I didn't press him. At least for this moment, I had to let him keep his feelings of embracing 'Choi Hong-seo' once again.



    



    I tightly grasped the sweat-drenched area on his lower back with my fingers. If I let go, from the cliff... From the 32nd floor... As if I were about to fall.



    



    A sobbing sound that resembled a wail came crashing in through the window. It was a rainstorm. The rain that had stopped was now pouring down again.



    



    6... His answer was number 6.



    



    Please provide the text you would like to have translated.
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    Part 5



    



    The time past midnight. In a rented practice studio in Gangnam, the choreography practice for "Layered" was in full swing.



    



    It was less than a week until the release of the new single. Due to the busy schedule, they had to practice the choreography late at night and in the early morning after finishing their schedules. The remaining time was tight, and because of that, the leader, Choi Hong-seo, became anxious.



    



    "One and two and three and four..." Throwing, spinning... Five, six... Youngju, you're out of sync... Yeongju, the rhythm.



    



    Through the mirror in front of him, Choi Hong-seo's gaze was serious as he observed the members' movements. Seemingly not very satisfied, Choi Hong-seo frowned and continued with the rhythm.



    



    "Five, six..." Turn and ending.



    



    He had already practiced the song from beginning to end more than twenty times that night alone. However, since the desired level of perfection was not achieved, Choi Hong-seo's expression was not very good.



    



    Roughly brushing back her sweat-soaked hair, Choi Hong-seo stood up from her kneeling position and turned in front of the mirror.



    



    "Young-ju, focus on practicing the rhythm part we just did." Don't try to go fast; focus on mastering each movement perfectly, step by step. Then, even if the speed increases, the movements won't get muddled up, you know? Young-ju, please take care of Tae-joo. The rest will be repetitive practice with me.



    



    "Hyung, let's get some sleep." You've only been getting two hours of sleep a day for the past few days. That's why I'm so out of it and making mistakes.



    



    A member named Youngju grumbled and rebelled.



    



    "Sleeping in the car, sleeping while waiting, and even sleeping in the shop."



    



    "Is sleeping like that really sleeping?"



    



    "The release of the new song is less than a week away." During this time, it's not just us; don't you know everyone is preparing intensely? We've just started to do a little better, and if we can't show something with this song, we'll slip again. Do you want to end up like that?



    



    "......"



    



    Perhaps recalling the years of struggle in obscurity, Youngju did not resist any further. Choi Hong-seo patted Young-joo's bottom.



    



    "There's less than a week left." Let's hang in there a little longer. Think about how we made it this far. Huh?



    



    Still wearing a dissatisfied expression, Choi Hong-seo, who had been observing Yeong-ju's back as he turned towards the mirror, clapped loudly and raised his voice to lighten the mood.



    



    "Let's practice separately and then check a video in about 30 minutes." If it works out well then, we can go home!



    



    "Is it real, bro?"



    



    "Really!" Promise.



    



    After drinking water and putting it down on the floor, Choi Hong-seo closed his eyes for a moment and staggered. One of the members who was watching approached with a worried expression and grabbed Choi Hong-seo's arm.



    



    "What's wrong?" Dizzy?



    



    "No."



    



    "Not at all." Your lips are all white and swollen right now. You have a cold, right?



    



    Choi Hong-seo turned his head and ran away, trying to escape from the member's hand reaching for his forehead.



    



    "This is nothing like a cold." I haven't been able to rest properly lately, so I'm just not feeling well. You don't know that I'm in good shape?



    



    "How can someone who gets sick every time they release a new song have good stamina?" Even if I'm not feeling well, I just tough it out.



    



    Another member stepped in and dragged Choi Hong-seo to the sofa at the back, forcefully pushing down on his shoulder.



    



    "We'll handle it ourselves, so you just sit tight." I'll let you know when we're ready. You can just let it go then."



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who was about to decline by saying he was fine, changed his mind. He denied it, but in fact, he had a slight fever since the afternoon. It was also true that I would get sick every time a new song was released. What kind of reaction I would get, being the sensitive type, there was never a time when it went smoothly without any issues.



    



    I told the manager separately to avoid making the members anxious and took the medicine, but it didn't seem to have much effect. Pretending to wipe my sweat, I touched my forehead and cheek, and it seemed like my fever had gotten a bit worse.



    



    I realized that stubbornly holding on wasn't the only answer. If I overdo it now and end up collapsing when the actual activities start, it would be pointless. Choi Hong-seo sat on the sofa as the members suggested. However, she watched the practice nervously, unable to lean her back against the backrest.



    



    Clatter. Clatter.



    



    The phones gathered over there by the sofa vibrated. Without thinking, he turned around and saw that it was his own phone.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been staring at the flickering screen for a moment, reached out towards the phone. Because they had already exchanged pleasantries with Lee Hae-seong due to practice, the call at this hour was not welcome.



    



    But fortunately, the sender of the message was 'Carrot Seller.' It wasn't just the message that had just arrived. There were several messages from the 'carrot seller' who had said goodnight in advance and mentioned going to bed to avoid interrupting practice.



    



    Carrot seller: Oh no. I can't sleep (12:04 AM)



    



    Carrot Seller: I can't sleep thinking about the baby practicing while sweating (12:06 AM)



    



    Carrot seller: Can I just go over and see your face for a moment? (12:32 AM)



    



    Carrot Seller: I won't interrupt your practice, I'll just come by to see your face for 10 minutes during break time (12:34 AM)



    



    Carrot seller: I really think I could fall asleep in just 10 minutes (12:35 AM)



    



    Carrot Seller: Coincidentally, the practice room is only a 7-minute drive from our house? (12:41 AM)



    



    Carrot Seller: If I check the message, I think they'll tell me not to come, so I'll just head out (1:03 AM)



    



    Carrot seller: Arrived near the practice room (1:15 AM)



    



    Carrot Seller: Not near the convenience store, but on the opposite side. I parked it in front of the cafe. I'll do the driving^^ (1:17 AM)



    



    Carrot Seller: I bought some snacks for the members, so check this during your break and give me a call (1:18 AM)



    



    Carrot seller: Aren't you going to get scolded for coming without permission?  (1:31 AM)



    



    Carrot Seller: Uncle, I'm trembling while waiting (01:33 AM).



    



    While checking the series of messages that had arrived with a time gap, Choi Hong-seo's face unknowingly softened. By the time he read the last message, he had to bury his face deeply into the back of the sofa and cover his mouth with a towel to hide the grin that was leaking out.



    



    Though he had never been in a relationship before, if this were his old self, he would have probably gotten angry, just as Lee Seong was worried, and would have chased him away. Around the time of a new song release, Choi Hong-seo was at his most sensitive, and he usually solved his sleep deprivation by taking short naps and would try to extend his practice time by even just a few more minutes.



    



    But he wasn’t angry.



    



    Not only was he not angry, but reading his messages made it feel like his fever was cooling down and his body felt lighter. He wanted to rush out and meet him right away, his body practically twitching with the urge to go.



    



    Then... the back seat, no... if I sit in the passenger seat...



    



    Choi Hong-seo's hand, which had been typing a quick reply, suddenly froze. It was because he noticed his reflection in the mirror across from him.



    



    Ah... I had been so excited about the thought of seeing him, even if just for a moment, that I had completely forgotten about my appearance.



    



    He wasn’t the type to bother with looking good in the practice room unless he was filming a Dance Practice video for fans. As long as the clothes allowed him to check his dance lines and move freely, that was all that mattered.



    



    In his usual worn-out Vans Old Skool sneakers, loose training pants, a baggy t-shirt, and round glasses, his appearance was a mess, especially with sweat dripping down his face.



    



    Choi Hong-seo lifted the chest area of his t-shirt and sniffed. It didn’t seem to smell bad, but he still felt self-conscious.



    



    What should I do, should I just tell him to go back...



    



    Chewing on his lip, Choi Hong-seo tightly gripped his phone.



    



    He didn’t want to tell him to leave. It was the same for him—he also wanted to see him, even if only for a moment, and he didn’t want to just send him away after coming all the way here.



    



    *《Then, if I sit in the passenger seat, will that be okay?》*



    



    He finished typing the rest of the message and sent it, then began rummaging through his large sports bag, which he always carried to practice. He pulled out a zip-up hoodie and threw it on, pressing the hood down over his head.



    



    His manager, who had been watching him, quietly approached. The senior manager, who had stayed behind to supervise the practice and take him back to the dorm afterward, asked,



    



    "Why? Where are you going?"



    



    "Just for a moment. I'll be outside."



    



    "Go together. There are fans waiting outside."



    



    "You don’t have to. Someone’s... already here. I just... want to see them for a bit... in the car."



    



    "Is it the vice president?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been mumbling while rubbing the back of his neck, reluctantly nodded in agreement.



    



    The senior manager was aware of Vice President Lee Seong of ARA. While he didn’t know exactly what kind of relationship Choi Hong-seo and Lee Seong had, he knew that Lee Seong had shown interest in both Choi Hong-seo and the group "Layered." No one would believe that an idol and a chaebol family member could build a genuine friendship. The manager might even have viewed their relationship the same way as CEO Myung—perhaps seeing it as a sponsor relationship or one in which Lee Seong was "testing the waters" to establish one. If Lee Seong came to visit or wanted to meet Hong-seo, it was probably the CEO's orders to cooperate.



    



    It was frustrating, but Choi Hong-seo had no intention of explaining to them that they were in a romantic relationship. To him, they were essentially enemies, and there was no reason to divulge his situation to them. If he told them that Lee Seong genuinely cared about him and loved him, and that they were in a relationship, they wouldn’t believe it anyway.



    



    "Then, let’s call it a day for practice," the manager said.



    



    "No, we can’t stop now! I’ll just be down for a minute," Choi Hong-seo snapped, irritated, as they hadn’t even practiced for two hours yet.



    



    "The kids haven’t been sleeping properly for days. You can’t just push your own desires. Since Vice President Lee Seong is here, you should call it a day, go home, and get some rest. The others will be dropped off at the dorm in about 30 minutes," the manager replied firmly.



    



    The manager took the lead, heading out to drop Choi Hong-seo off.
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    It was very rare for the senior manager to stay behind in the practice room. I thought it was because the company considered this single important, but then I started to wonder if it was to facilitate a meeting with Lee Seong. If it were CEO Myung, he would likely prioritize maintaining a smooth relationship with Lee Seong over making this single a hit. After all, he was the kind of person who would make such a judgment.



    



    As I climbed the steep stairs leading to the first floor, I felt my phone, which I had been holding tightly in my pocket, buzz.



    



    *“Yeah, come sit in the passenger seat^^”*



    



    The cheerful reply made me smile faintly, and I quickly pulled the edge of my hoodie to cover my face, trying to hide the grin.



    



    When I stepped outside, a group of six or seven fans immediately rushed toward me. My manager wrapped his arm around my shoulder and quickened my pace.



    



    “Other residents are around. Keep it down, please. Got it? Otherwise, we’ll have to change the practice room again.”



    



    Hearing the manager's voice as he warned the fans, I lowered my head and reflexively accepted letters and gifts that were handed to me.



    



    I saw the familiar sedan flashing its headlights, signaling me. As the manager defended me from the crowd, I quickly ran toward the passenger side and jumped into the car.



    



    “Choi Hong-seo, I love you! Let’s get married in three years! I’ll buy a house and contact you!”



    



    Someone shouted from outside the closed door, and I heard the manager scolding them angrily.



    



    I practically jumped into the passenger seat and looked toward the driver's side. Lee Seong was looking out the window, toward the fans. I couldn’t see his expression from this angle, but I noticed that his jaw and cheek muscles were tense, much more than usual.



    



    “Proposing to someone else’s lover like that… Ah… that’s not very polite, is it?”



    



    His hand gripping the top of the steering wheel tightened, and his knuckles turned pale yellow. His voice sounded serious. Could it be… he’s serious? No way, right? He must be joking.



    



    I stretched my neck, trying to peek at his face, but just then, he turned toward me. Then, with his right hand, he grabbed my left hand tightly and leaned forward. His handsome face, even sharper in the dark, came closer.



    



    “No, right? You’re gonna do it with me?”



    



    “What... what are you talking about...”



    



    Without realizing it, I pulled back slightly. But Lee Seong tightened his grip on my hand, pulling me closer, not letting me get away. His serious expression was urging me for an answer.



    



    “Marriage. You heard me, right?”



    



    “P-Please, let’s go. Quickly.”



    



    Heat rushed to my face in an instant. It was dark, so maybe he wouldn’t see, but I felt like he could tell everything. I pushed his shoulder away and raised my arm to cover the lower half of my face. Although the fans had mostly disappeared from view, and the car windows were tinted dark, I still couldn’t stop glancing outside. Not because I was anxious, but because I was embarrassed...



    



    “Where are we going? Didn’t you need to go back to practice?”



    



    “It’s my day off today.”



    



    I pushed him to grab the wheel again, and he started the car slowly, still puzzled by the idea of a day off. As the sedan passed the practice room, I could hear the loud screams of fans again. Some of them ignored the manager’s attempts to stop them and chased the car. After the car left the alley and entered a main road, he finally seemed to breathe a sigh of relief. He glanced at the side mirror and, with a guilty tone, spoke.



    



    “Work... Is it because of me? I wasn’t trying to be a nuisance, really.”



    



    “No, it’s just that the members haven’t been able to focus on practice because they haven’t been sleeping well lately.”



    



    “Hm... I see, they haven’t had much sleep.”



    



    Even though I was tired, I used to make sure to talk for at least an hour before going to bed, but lately, I couldn’t do that. After finishing my schedule and practice, by the time I got back to the dorm, took a shower, and lay down, Lee Seong would already be deep asleep. He, too, had to maintain his condition, so I couldn’t wake him up at 3 or 4 a.m. just to talk.



    



    These days, my routine was to slowly scroll through the messages or pictures he’d sent before bed and then fall asleep. Sometimes, I didn’t even get to finish reading them before I fell asleep.



    



    Although I was disappointed I couldn’t see him often, maybe it was a blessing to be so busy and exhausted that I would collapse into sleep. Otherwise, my mind wouldn’t have been able to handle it.



    



    The preparations for the new song were important, but... Seo Kyung Lee, that bastard, had just made his appearance.



    



    After stopping behind cars that were turning toward Gangnam Station, Lee Seong placed his hand on my hood and gently ruffled my hair.



    



    “We haven’t seen each other in three days, huh?”



    



    I nodded, then glanced at him. Gathering some courage, I made eye contact and said, “I missed you.”



    



    “...”



    



    His eyes widened in surprise, as though he wasn’t expecting such a confession. Then, in the next moment, a smile spread across his face. He quickly tried to hide the smile by pressing his lips together, but it was no use. His lips couldn’t suppress the smile, almost like someone was tickling him.



    



    He had never said he missed me first, even though I always replied with "me too" when he said it... He was so happy with just this one small sentence...



    



    Unable to take my eyes off his face as he tried to hold in his laughter, Lee Seong moved his hand from my head to the back of my neck, pulling my face toward his. A quick, light kiss brushed my lips.



    



    “Really missed me? I thought with the busy preparations for the new song, you’d be thinking about me less, but I was trying to be understanding.”



    



    “It’s true it’s been busy... but I still think about you all the time.”



    



    “Ah…”



    



    This time, he groaned in pain, as though trying to hold back a twinge in his chest while grabbing his left side. Then, he reached out and lightly pinched my cheek.



    



    “Don’t want to let you go.”



    



    Following the slowly moving cars ahead, his sedan made a right turn. Even though it was past 1 a.m., the lights of cars on Gangnam-daero shimmered in the night.



    



    “I really missed you too. I know you’ve been busy, but I didn’t want to act like a brat and keep asking to see you...”



    



    I felt his gaze turn toward me, so I looked at him too. After a brief eye contact, he turned back to face forward.



    



    “Today, I really couldn’t take it. Three days is the limit.”



    



    “...”



    



    “I thought I was going to die.”



    



    He rested his arm on the cushion of the console box, palm up, and spread his fingers wide, as if signaling me to hold his hand. I quietly slipped my fingers between his.



    



    He looked up at me from under his lowered head and smiled. The satisfied smile without showing his teeth looked somehow sexy, so I absentmindedly moved my fingers with his.



    



    “Then, can you take off your hoodie and show me your face properly?”



    



    “I came straight from practice and I’m all sweaty... My face is a mess.”



    



    “You’re saying that knowing full well I think you’re just cute, right?”



    



    “...I don’t know.”



    



    Even though she answered in a soft voice, Choi Hong-seo hesitated for a moment before pulling down her hoodie. She also took off her glasses and set them on her lap.



    



    “Your hair must have gotten flattened too.”



    



    Muttering to herself, she used her right hand to comb through her hair. As their sedan stopped at a red light at Nonhyeon Station intersection, Lee Seong turned his body to carefully observe Choi Hong-seo’s face.



    



    Every time her head naturally dropped, his left hand reached out and gently lifted her chin.



    



    “You’ve been busy with your schedule all day. You’ve removed all your makeup?”



    



    “I always take it off before practicing. It gets stuffy.”



    



    “You look even more like a little kid now. You look just like a twenty-year-old, and I suddenly feel so nervous.”



    



    “What do you mean?”



    



    “I’m worried I’ll get arrested. If I get arrested, I won’t be able to see Hong-seo. Three days is my limit.”



    



    At his playful joke with such a serious face, Choi Hong-seo couldn’t help but smile softly.



    



    “Is it... really that different from the music video shoot?”



    



    A few days ago, during the music video shoot, he had sent a snack truck, which, according to Myung, was from one of UB’s investors. But, Lee Seong probably wanted to brag that it was from ARA’s Lee Seong and itched to tell people.



    



    They had briefly met in the car during the music video shoot, and Choi Hong-seo felt that her current, unmade-up self was so different from the perfectly styled version back then, so without realizing it, she kept trying to hide her face with her hands.



    



    “Even in such a casual outfit, you still look stylish... Your bare face is just as beautiful with all your features so sharp... I was really admiring how my girlfriend is an idol.”



    



    Flustered by the direct compliment, Choi Hong-seo tried to turn her face away, but Lee Seong wouldn’t let her go, tightening his grip on her chin and pulling her closer.



    



    “I understand why fans are so obsessed, wanting to marry you like that. It’s not their fault.”



    



    “......”



    



    “But I’m not going to give you up.”



    



    It was hard to tell if he was joking or being serious. With just his tone and expression, it was impossible to tell. At the end of his sentence, he suddenly kissed her cheek again, then started driving the car. He didn’t seem to care about the traffic light, as if he already knew what was happening.



    



    “You just need me to drop you off at the dorm, right?”



    



    If they continued straight ahead and crossed Han River Bridge, the dorm would be just around the corner.



    



    “I brought some of your favorite snacks, the ones you liked when you came to my place last time. You can share them with the members. If it’s too late today, you can do it tomorrow. Okay?”



    



    He gently waved their intertwined hands, then raised them to kiss the back of her hand. Watching his profile, Choi Hong-seo’s lips puckered slightly.



    



    “I still want to stay with you a little longer...”



    



    “Don’t test my self-control. No matter how much you charm me, I’ll still drop you off at the dorm.”



    



    “Why?”



    



    His voice sounded pouty, as if she couldn’t understand. Lee Seong glanced at her with a concerned expression.



    



    “You look really tired. You’ll be on this kind of schedule for a while, so how could I ask to stay with you?”



    



    Even though she was nodding off, wanting to stay a little longer, she knew that seeing her act like that would make him uncomfortable. Still, feeling disappointed about not being able to spend more time with him, she kissed the edge of his right shoulder more boldly than usual. That night, she really didn’t want to part from him, so she ended up doing something she wouldn’t normally do.



    



    He took their intertwined hands and placed them over his left chest, gently rubbing her hand in a circular motion over his heart.



    



    “No matter how much you try, it’s no use... really no use... even if you act so cute... I’m sending you back...”



    



    He muttered to himself as if hypnotizing himself. Choi Hong-seo smiled while her lips were still pressed against his shoulder.



    



    “I just want to kidnap you and make you retire from the entertainment industry and lock you away so I can see only you. Is that crazy?”



    



    “You could do that.”



    



    “Really?”



    



    “Kidnap, retire, lock up... If it’s you doing it, I’m okay with it.”



    



    If that were to happen, if ARA’s Lee Seong truly decided to hide her away, even Myung or Lee Seok-kyung wouldn’t be able to find her. In that moment, she thought that perhaps she could be free from everything. She briefly entertained the thought. She kept kissing the edge of his shoulder, pressing her lips on it playfully a few times, thinking that she just wanted to disappear with him like this.



    



    The hands they had intertwined suddenly tightened with such force that it almost hurt, and he spoke in a deliberately serious tone.



    



    “Don’t say things like that.”



    



    “......”



    



    “If you say things like that, I’ll take it seriously, so you should be careful.”
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    “Don’t say things like that.”



    



    “......”



    



    “You have to be careful because I could take it seriously.”



    



    Whether it was serious or playful, it was hard to tell with him. She had started to get used to his style, where sometimes it was difficult to distinguish between a joke and sincerity. By then, Choi Hong-seo could roughly tell which words were genuine and which ones were playful.



    



    After passing Hannam Bridge, the sedan stopped to wait again as they prepared to turn right into UN Village, where the dorm was. However, this time, he didn’t look at Choi Hong-seo. He stubbornly kept his eyes straight ahead.



    



    As she quietly watched his side profile reflected in the city lights, Choi Hong-seo tightened her grip on their joined hands. She kissed the edge of his shoulder lightly, then, suddenly lifting her face, kissed his chin. It was only then that Lee Seong, who had stiffened for a moment, turned to look at her.



    



    But this time, Choi Hong-seo avoided his gaze. It was as if she was running away or hiding. She kissed his shoulder again, feeling the warmth of his well-trained body and the softness of his skin under the thin autumn knit.



    



    Soon, the car started moving again.



    



    As they got closer to the dorm, Choi Hong-seo felt a suffocating feeling rising inside her. When she couldn’t meet him, it was easier to cope. There were no thoughts, no emotions to manage. She could go through the motions, follow the schedule like a machine, come home exhausted, and fall asleep without a second thought.



    



    But once the person she wanted to be with appeared, everything changed. The feeling of not wanting to return became crystal clear. It was like a child who had been holding back their tears finally bursting into sobs after finding someone to complain to.



    



    She never imagined she would like someone this much. She didn’t know it was possible to feel so shaken by someone else's warmth.



    



    She had always thought that liking someone, dating, and reporting her daily routine were things that only people with emotional space could afford to do. She thought that people like her, who were constantly focused on success and escaping the grasp of people like Myung, could never experience such happiness.



    



    But liking someone had nothing to do with conditions or circumstances.



    



    She couldn’t help but like Lee Seong. Even though she had doubts and had tried to distance herself, she had been naturally drawn to him without resistance.



    



    With him, many things became scarier, but at the same time, even in the midst of living in hell, there were moments where she could feel a brief ray of sunlight.



    



    A tear that had unknowingly fallen seeped into his knit. It was too late to hide it, so Choi Hong-seo didn’t bother pretending she wasn’t crying. She just kept her face buried in his shoulder.



    



    He didn’t force her to lift her head. He reached out with his left hand, gently cupping her cheek and ear, caressing her, then kissed the top of her head.



    



    “Want to stay here for a bit before going inside?”



    



    At his soothing voice, Choi Hong-seo nodded faintly.



    



    He parked the car in the mansion’s underground garage and turned off all the lights. The complete silence made it feel as though they were the only two people in the world. After shedding a single tear, she didn’t cry again, but her emotions were still swirling inside her.



    



    Somehow, he sensed it. He just kept softly caressing her head, cheek, and shoulder until she calmed down. Myung, her colleagues, and even the current members all used to complain about how emotionally distant he seemed. Yet, Lee Seong naturally understood and accepted Choi Hong-seo’s emotions.



    



    He was such a strange... special man.



    



    She gently rubbed her temples on his shoulder, playfully nipped at the firm muscle of his shoulder, and even ran her thumb across his knuckles. As they spent time like this, her feelings seemed to gradually settle and clear.



    



    After waiting silently, Lee Seong finally cupped her cheeks, gently brought her face up, and looked into her eyes.



    



    “Tell me. Why were you crying?”



    



    “......”



    



    Her cheek was trapped in his large hand, and she turned her eyes away, avoiding his gaze. He then smiled softly and kissed her.



    



    “If you don’t want to talk about it, it’s okay. You can tell me later, when you feel more at ease.”



    



    But if she didn’t say anything, he’d probably worry. He’d feel heavy-hearted even when he returned home. She knew enough about him by now to understand that.



    



    Choi Hong-seo placed her hand on top of his, which was still gently cupping her cheek.



    



    “I... I usually get really stressed out before a new song release or a drama premiere. I become really sensitive...”



    



    “Mm.”



    



    “Our team has been struggling for a long time, but we’re starting to gain a bit of popularity now. So... this time, I think it’s even worse. I’ve become more greedy...”



    



    “Hmm.”



    



    “I’ve never cried because of stress before, though. But with you... I think I’m just acting like a spoiled child.”



    



    “......”



    



    Did he catch her lying?



    



    The silence was frightening, and Choi Hong-seo couldn’t bring herself to look him in the eyes. But not everything she said was a lie... It was true that she only acted like a child and cried only in front of him.



    



    He gently rubbed her cheek with his thumb, and after a long silence, he spoke.



    



    “I was planning to wait until the new song comes out and celebrate together, but I think I’ll tell you now.”



    



    “......”



    



    “It’s about the movie investment. The goal wasn’t to make a profit. It was more like a personal hobby of mine to support talented young directors. That’s why I’ve been running it as a small, temporary business under a sole proprietorship. Of course, it’s been operating at a loss.”



    



    She had heard about this from him before, so she wasn’t surprised by that part. But she didn’t know why he was bringing it up now. Choi Hong-seo blinked slowly and focused on his words.



    



    “I still don’t plan to make money from the movies, but now, I’m thinking of getting more serious about it—whether through support or investment. So, I’ve established a movie production corporation this time.”



    



    He smiled slightly, then looked for his phone. After tapping the screen a few times, he showed her a picture.



    



    The photo was of a business registration certificate. Was he asking her to celebrate the new venture with him?



    



    Choi Hong-seo slowly scanned the document from top to bottom, looking for his name.



    



    Business Registration Certificate



    



    (Corporate Business)



    



    Registration Number: XXX-XX-XXXXX



    



    Corporate Name (Organization): 히읗시옷 (Hieutsiot)



    



    “......”



    



    At that point, Choi Hong-seo’s eyes couldn’t move any further down. Her fingers stopped scrolling when she realized what she was seeing. Lee Seong, noticing her reaction, chuckled softly and patted her head.



    



    “The name of the CEO is under someone else’s, but it’s my company.”



    



    He then lowered his head and kissed her ear softly, whispering:



    



    “히읗시옷 (Hieutsiot) isn’t just mine. You know that, right?”



    



    “......”



    



    She couldn’t say a word. She kept staring at the four characters—‘히읗시옷’—which was probably the only common bond she and he shared.



    



    Why... she thought, the word ‘why’ spinning in her mind.



    



    But she couldn’t ask why he cared so much for her. She couldn’t devalue such precious feelings.



    



    Why... why did such things have to happen to her? Why did things have to occur that hurt him, made him sick, and caused so much pain?



    



    The ‘why’ arrow inevitably turned toward the past, not him.



    



    “Am I rushing things? Are we not at that stage yet?”



    



    His voice was playful, but Choi Hong-seo shook her head vigorously. She pressed her throat to keep her voice steady, speaking slowly.



    



    “It’s... such a wonderful name.”



    



    “Do you like it?”



    



    She nodded, and he smiled gently, pulling her closer by the back of her neck. Her nose brushed against his shoulder.



    



    “If you’re going to act spoiled, what’s wrong with that? If I like it, then it’s fine.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Our Hong-seo has so much responsibility everywhere else, so it’s okay to be a baby for me, right? If you’re stressed and sensitive, you can cry in front of me, be spoiled, whatever you need.”



    



    “......”



    



    "Mm?" Unlike her usual slight nods, she vigorously shook her head.



    



    After that, as if it was the natural next step, they shared a kiss. Their soft lips gently rubbed together, pressing to taste each other’s warmth, and as their lips slowly parted, he slipped his tongue inside. She gripped the fabric of his sweater tightly, letting herself fall deeper into the intoxicating and sweet world he was showing her.



    



    "Don’t cry anymore." He kissed her several times, softly, as if to put an end to her sad feelings, before finally ending the kiss.



    



    The next 1-2 minutes after the kiss were still unbearably awkward for Choi Hong-seo. She fidgeted, smoothing out the wrinkles in his sweater, which she had gripped too tightly, and awkwardly changed the subject.



    



    “That picture you took earlier... please send it to me too.”



    



    “Yeah, I’ll send it.”



    



    He answered with a smile, then grabbed the shopping bag with snacks from the back seat.



    



    “Lie down and text me. Since you got off early today, let’s talk for a bit.”



    



    Nodding, she got out of the car. He didn’t get out to see her off, but he stayed and watched until she disappeared into the elevator.



    



    Choi Hong-seo felt a strange relief, as if her anxious and suffocating feelings had vanished like a lie. Although the underlying issues still remained, she could forget them when she was with him. Couldn’t things somehow work out? Maybe these peaceful, happy moments wouldn’t break so easily. She allowed herself to hope for that.



    



    The van with the members still hadn’t arrived. Perhaps they were diligently practicing a little longer. With that thought, she looked inside the shopping bag he had given her. There were three paper boxes, each labeled with macarons, eclairs, and madeleines.



    



    She smiled contentedly as she looked down at the shopping bag and stepped out of the elevator. By habit, she turned right toward the front door. It was a mansion where only one household lived on each floor, and the van with the members hadn’t arrived yet. But then, she sensed someone in the armchair in the elevator hall.



    



    Instinctively, she turned, startled, as if she had seen a ghost, her body jerking in shock.



    



    “What did you talk about in the car for so long? I thought I was going to die of boredom waiting for you.”



    



    Seeing a ghost would have been easier. Lee Seo-kyung was sitting in the high-backed armchair, her legs crossed.



    



    “Did you have a car sex or something?”
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    “What did you talk about in the car for so long? I almost died of boredom waiting for you.”



    



    It would have been better if she had seen a ghost. Lee Seo-kyung was sitting in a high-backed armchair, her legs crossed.



    



    “Did you have car sex or something?”



    



    “W-what... how... h-here...”



    



    She had tried to speak, but it wasn’t really speech—it was more of a scream that escaped her lips uncontrollably. The mansion had strict security. No one could just open the front door and take the elevator.



    



    Lee Seo-kyung smirked at her naive question.



    



    “Why are you so surprised? Do you think there’s anywhere in Korea I can’t get into?”



    



    Her voice was so casual, almost condescending, as if they were on intimate terms. The reality of the person in front of her, Lee Seo-kyung, was gradually becoming more real to Choi Hong-seo. And the more real it became, the faster Choi Hong-seo's breath quickened.



    



    The tight shirt that strangled her neck and wrists, the obsessive outfit where even the hem of her pants lifted as her legs crossed, leaving no skin exposed—Lee Seo-kyung’s attire was tight like a corset or armor. Choi Hong-seo’s breath was suffocating.



    



    “It's been so hard to see you, Hong-seo. So, I decided to come directly.”



    



    Lee Seo-kyung stood up from the armchair, leaning on the armrests. Choi Hong-seo could clearly see her coming closer, but she couldn’t take a step back. All she could do was exhale in short, frantic breaths, unable to do anything else.



    



    Lee Seo-kyung stopped just a couple of steps away, bent down, and matched her gaze.



    



    “You’ve gotten even prettier.”



    



    With a smile and gaze that seemed to be reserved for someone dear, Choi Hong-seo felt a chill run down her spine. Lee Seo-kyung’s hand reached out and grabbed her chin.



    



    “Nothing’s really changed, huh? It’s been so long, but who would guess you’re twenty-seven? My taste is on point, huh?”



    



    Just her hand on Choi Hong-seo’s chin left her feeling completely restrained, unable to move an inch. She couldn’t resist or fight back. She was paralyzed by the fear she felt from the man standing before her.



    



    No, it wasn’t just fear—Lee Seo-kyung was death itself to Choi Hong-seo. He was the one holding her life in his hands.



    



    The affectionate smile slowly turned colder, and the thin lips twisted into an expression of irritation.



    



    “I hear you’ve been getting some attention lately? So, are you and President Myung treating me like a side dish now?”



    



    “B-because... I had to leave... for an overseas... schedule...”



    



    Her trembling lips could barely form an excuse.



    



    It was true that she had no choice but to obey even when dealing with President Myung, but he wasn’t scary. Lee Seo-kyung, however, was terrifying. She didn’t want to admit it, but her body and mind had already responded to him that way. President Myung had exploited her, but he was a thorough heterosexual and had never directly touched her as a “product.”



    



    But Lee Seo-kyung...



    



    After Lee Seo-kyung, the numerous "entertainment" meetings she had been forced into under threats were nothing compared to this man. No one, no matter how vile, could surpass Lee Seo-kyung. In fact, all the disgust from those encounters didn’t even come close to matching the terror he instilled in her.



    



    Lee Seo-kyung wasn’t human in Choi Hong-seo’s eyes. What he had done to her wasn’t something that could happen in the human world.



    



    She was terrified of him. She didn’t want to feel this way, but there was no escaping it.



    



    Sighing deeply, Lee Seo-kyung exhaled right in Choi Hong-seo’s face.



    



    “See, Hong-seo? You’re trembling like this, and yet you still made me angry? Hmm?”



    



    “......”



    



    “If President Myung was being like that, you should’ve snapped out of it.”



    



    Lee Seo-kyung looked at Choi Hong-seo, as if pitying a subordinate who had made an unintentional mistake. She clicked her tongue as she looked at Choi Hong-seo, who couldn’t move.



    



    “Hong-seo.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo wanted to shut her mouth, scream, and curse at her.



    



    “I really liked you. I almost fell for you at first sight. That’s why I waited so long to be with you, to sleep with you for the first time.”



    



    “......”



    



    "You know, but I really dislike it when people do things forcefully..." I'm someone who really dislikes it. "But since Hongseo kept insisting that the second round was absolutely not allowed, there was nothing I could do at that time."



    



    Lee Seokyung shrugged her shoulders and made a regretful expression.



    



    Lee Seokyung was talking about the incident from seven years ago. Choi Hong-seo's entire body began to tremble once again. It was the body's reaction to being suffocated by fear.



    



    "You know I don't like leaving evidence like filming and stuff." But... Sigh... If they aren't set up to come on their own, there's nothing I can do about it. You need to have insurance to avoid any repercussions.



    



    Lee Seokyung's hand was lightly placed on Choi Hongseo's shoulder.



    



    "At that time, I had no intention of forcing you to do anything, did I?" "Do you understand?"



    



    The third-generation chaebol Gucci customer who is constantly pressuring CEO Myung to go for a second round with Choi Hong-seo, making things difficult for him.



    



    No, according to Myung Do-hoon, it wasn't just Gucci, but Hermes and Chanel, right?



    



    Myung Do-hoon had told Choi Hong-seo to meet him in person and refuse, as there was a limit to how much he could keep rejecting him on his own. Since he felt sorry for Myung Do-hoon, who had been constantly troubled by that third-generation conglomerate heir, Choi Hong-seo had no choice but to agree.



    



    The meeting place was a private room in a high-end restaurant attached to the hotel, and for Choi Hong-seo at that time, the idea that something major could happen in such a place was unimaginable.



    



    However, the world that Choi Hong-seo, who had just turned twenty, could not imagine was limitless.



    



    In the hotel room where the restaurant was located, Choi Hong-seo was raped multiple times, and the then twenty-year-old Choi Hong-seo, who had never heard of such unspeakable acts before and has never heard of them since, was forced into all sorts of perverse activities, with every single step of the process being filmed.



    



    That was the weakness that Choi Hong-seo had against Lee Seo-kyung and Myung Do-hoon. The first weakness.



    



    And they began to use it to coerce Choi Hong-seo into 'entertaining' them. In that way, second, third... Twentieth... They continued to accumulate their fiftieth weakness.



    



    At that time, Choi Hong-seo could choose one of the two.



    



    Doing what they tell you to do. And instead of refusing to do what they say and reporting it, the photos and videos taken are made public all over the world.



    



    Even if we set aside President Myung, Lee Seok-kyung was the son of a great chaebol family, someone no one in South Korea didn't know. Even if she stood up to such a person and reported him, Choi Hong-seo couldn't even entertain the hope that she could win.



    



    While gently massaging Choi Hong-seo's shoulders, Lee Seo-kyung cast a light glance.



    



    "I'll give you 30 million won, so let's go for round two. How many times have I said that through Manager Myung?" If you had just chosen to come on your own, it would have been more comfortable for both of us, right? Tsk.



    



    There's no option not to do it, so how can that be a 'choice'?



    



    In my mind, I was shouting countless times, but I couldn't move my tongue to speak.



    



    I wanted to resist, I wanted to scream, I wanted to confront, but my body wouldn't listen. It was humiliating to realize that he felt fear towards this trash, who was even worse than a beast.



    



    Lee Seokyung suddenly applied strong pressure with the hand that was massaging her shoulder. And then, tilting her head at an angle, she glared at Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "Anyway, what I want to say is that you were a special person to me in every way, an exception." "Right?"



    



    "......"



    



    "But if you treat me like this, I'll be really hurt." Right?



    



    Lee Seokyung, who had placed her hand on Choi Hongseo's shoulder, took a few steps back. And then he took out his phone from the inner pocket of his jacket and started typing something.



    



    Without even looking this way, and while staring at her phone, Lee Seokyung casually said, as if it were not a very important matter.



    



    "Hongseo, I know exactly who you guys are messing with."



    



    "......"



    



    The words spoken casually shattered Choi Hong-seo's heart as if it had been thrown against a solid wall.



    



    Lee Seokyung was clearly the one holding Choi Hongseo's life in their hands.



    



    "That brother of mine, really..." He wasn't the kind of person who would be hanging around in such low places. That model student ended up being a celebrity sponsor. Haha... Well, now you finally know how to spend money. Come to think of it... Our Hongseo is really amazing, isn't she?



    



    "That's not it."



    



    It was the first time words had come out of Choi Hong-seo's mouth so clearly. Lee Seokyung, who had been looking at her phone, just turned her head to look this way. However, her expression was still nothing special.



    



    "The vice president has never paid me any money..." He doesn't even intend to do that. President Myung... He's just deluding himself and beating the drum and the janggu all by himself.



    



    Still trembling, I looked straight at Lee Seokyung and spoke. Until then, the lips that had stubbornly refused to part no matter how hard I tried, and the tongue that had remained motionless, finally managed to speak, albeit stiffly.



    



    A smile flickered across Lee Seok-kyung's previously expressionless face. If someone who didn't know Lee Seokyung saw it, they might even think it was kind and warm—such a chilling smile.



    



    "What? Has our Hongseo fallen in love too?



    



    The expression "Hong Seo-do" was grating on my ears, but I didn't have the luxury to think deeply about it. As if unable to contain his joy, Lee Seokyung chuckled and approached again. And then, she tightly squeezed Choi Hong-seo's cheeks with one hand.



    



    "Are you covering for the vice president because you're in love?"



    



    When she tried to shake him off, Lee Seokyung tightened his grip even more. The face and gaze right in front of me made me feel nauseous.



    



    "Hey..." Really... It's so adorable that I'm tearing up, I'm tearing up.



    



    Lee Seokyung made an annoyed face and pushed Choi Hongseo's face away with her palm.



    



    "I told the truth." If you don't believe me, you can just look it up!



    



    Taking a few steps back, Choi Hong-seo moved closer and this time kicked the shopping bag with his foot.



    



    "Here or there..." "Seriously, why is everyone acting like a bunch of idiots?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo hugged the shopping bag to her chest.



    



    "Do you think I came here without even knowing whose house this is?"



    



    "This, this house..." That's not it... Ugh!



    



    As Choi Hong-seo's shoulder was pushed back and touched the front door, Lee Seo-kyung violently crushed Choi Hong-seo's right cheek against the front door.



    



    "Just because they gave you a little bit of understanding, do you think you're something special now?"



    



    And then, insultingly, he kept tapping Choi Hong-seo's cheek. The cheek that Lee Hae-sung had cherished so dearly, like a fragile piece of art.



    



    "If I understand, so what?" Do you think he would go through the trouble of cleaning up after a filthy stray dog? Does ARA's understanding seem like someone who has that much free time? Even after going through all that hardship, are you still so naive, Hongseo? "Uh?"



    



    "I've never asked the vice president for anything like that."



    



    "Oh my, damn, really?" "Are you really experiencing such noble love?"



    



    "......"



    



    "Here or there..." It's really funny, I'm dying.



    



    Lee Seokyung, who had been cursing, raised her arm and scratched her forehead. And then, with an irritated and anxious stride, she walked around the elevator hall while looking at her phone again.



    



    "Hong Seo-ya."



    



    Then, in an instant, he stepped forward again and held the phone screen right in front of Choi Hong-seo's face.



    



    "Shall I share some of our memories with our beloved vice president?" "Okay?"



    



    "......"



    



    The photo on the screen was one of the dozens, if not hundreds, of photos taken by Lee Seokyung seven years ago. The moment she saw it, Choi Hong-seo bent over, clutching the shopping bag tightly, and started gagging.

  

  
    Chapter 108
  
  
    "I am the kind of person who can send these memories to the vice president or spread them on YouTube anytime." Hongseo probably knows well. Right?



    



    Lee Seokyung, who had spoken like that from above, grabbed Choi Hongseo's hair and lifted her upper body. With a smile reminiscent of the chilling coldness of reptiles, Lee Seokyung looked down at Choi Hongseo and grinned.



    



    "What will people think of Hong Seo when they see this?" After seeing this, will they still think of me as the diligent and refreshing leader of 'Layered' who puts in effort into everything?



    



    "Huh... You... It's what you did! I'm the victim... Why do I have to be blamed?



    



    Physiological tears were flowing, but Choi Hong-seo was not even aware of it.



    



    "Did I teach you that the world is so easy?"



    



    Tsk tsk tsk tsk. Lee Seokyung looked down at Choi Hongseo with genuine pity, as if she found the situation truly pathetic.



    



    "Just by looking at this, I can't tell if you're the victim or not, but..." Even if you are the victim, people won't care about that, Hongseo. What stays in people's minds is just this photo. This photo will soon become Choi Hong-seo."



    



    Lee Seokyung placed the phone next to Choi Hongseo's face. She alternately looked at Choi Hong-seo's face and the photo on the screen, as if comparing them.



    



    "To my eyes, it's just pretty, hmm..." People probably won't see it as pretty, right?



    



    "......"



    



    "Let's introduce our Hongseo with this photo and video... Then, whose house this is... Well, even if you just drop that much information, it quickly gets seasoned and turned into a whole story on YouTube. If I say I hung out with someone like this... The image of the exemplary heir and vice president, Lee Hae-sung, will get a tiny crack.



    



    I shoulder-barged Lee Seokyung, who was frowning as if in regret. It felt like a few strands of hair were being pulled out, but it didn't matter.



    



    A few steps back, Lee Seokyung, rather than looking displeased, grinned with a look of interest and stared at Choi Hongseong.



    



    Choi Hong-seo glared at Lee Seo-gyeong with eyes burning with venom, something he had never done before.



    



    "Don't mess with the vice president."



    



    "......"



    



    "If you splash even a drop of that filthy shit water on the vice president, then I won't be the one cowering."



    



    Pfft, phew. Hahaha... Lee Seokyung, who had been trying to hold back her laughter, soon doubled over with laughter.



    



    "Ah..." Our Hongseo is barking up a storm. You haven't seen me in a long time, right? What? What are you going to do if I'm not crumpled up?



    



    "I'm going to self-destruct."



    



    "Self-destruct?"



    



    "Until now, I’ve just been dragging myself along like a dead rat, trying to survive despite your antics..."



    



    "Did you come?"



    



    "If you splash mud on the vice president, it's just, you die and I die."



    



    If Lee Seokyung had done some investigation about her relationship with Lee Hae-seong, it would have been useless to deny it. It was also true that this house belonged to Lee Hae-seong. The terrible lies that could be concocted from that fact were frightening. I was scared of Lee Seokyung's shit that might splash on Lee Haesung.



    



    I had never once stood up to Lee Seokyung. In my early twenties, I was so scared that my knees would tremble and I couldn't muster any strength, to the point where I couldn't even stand properly in front of Lee Seokyung.



    



    However, even a powerless little mouse could bare its teeth at a cat once it realized there was nothing but a cliff behind it.



    



    No matter how powerless a little mouse might be, when it comes to trying to harm something truly precious, it forgets the difference in strength and even dares to confront a lion instead of just a cat. I don't know if Lee Seokyung knows that.



    



    "Photo?" Video? Sure, if you want to spray it all, go ahead. If that happens, I... Anyway, there's nothing more for me to lose, right? What you did to me over the past seven years, I will expose every single thing.



    



    However, of course, Lee Seokyung didn't feel the slightest bit affected. Lee Seokyung, who had been quietly observing, approached and poked Choi Hongseo's temple with her index finger.



    



    "This is what... "Have you read too many novels or watched too many dramas?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo shook her head, brushed off Lee Seo-gyeong's hand, and lifted her chin to stare directly at that disgusting face.



    



    "I don't know, damn it." Yeah, I haven't learned anything and I'm ignorant. So I was scared of you, and I thought there was no other way, so I did as you said and pretended to be dead. Someone like you... I thought you lived in a place where even the law couldn't touch you!



    



    "Yeah, I do live in a place like that." Even though we didn't learn anything, we're still smart enough. But suddenly, why is he acting so foolishly?



    



    "Even if the law can't touch it, if idol 'Choi Hongseo' reveals that she was raped by Hanseo Group's Lee Seokyung and was threatened for seven years while being forced into prostitution, at least..." Even if it's just for the sensationalism, wouldn't people be interested? How much people will be intrigued and entertained by this story, right?



    



    A story that people will find interesting... In Choi Hong-seo's eyes, which were fiercely glaring, hot tears welled up once again.



    



    "Yeah, in the end, whether I'm the victim or whatever, they won't care, and I'll be buried along with it! But at least!" Still, at least! Can't I at least splash a drop of annoying poop water on your pants? So, you're saying we should die together.



    



    "Is this really crazy?"



    



    Only then did Choi Hong-seo see that he had finally made Lee Seo-gyeong truly angry for the first time. The tears that had been precariously welling up trickled down her temple.



    



    "Yeah, I'm crazy." Pushing someone to this extent, how can I not go crazy? So... If you don't want to ruin those expensive pants by getting bitten by a rabid stray dog...



    



    "......"



    



    "Don't mess with the vice president."



    



    Tears overflowed, blurring my vision, making it impossible to see Lee Seogyeong's features, but I raised my head defiantly and stared hard at the spot where I thought Lee Seogyeong's eyes would be.



    



    "How dare you..." You, a mutt like you, shouldn't even dare to speak of it... Ugh!



    



    Lee Seok-kyung's heavy fist struck Choi Hong-seo's abdomen. Since he was a person who trained in various martial arts for self-defense, the punch he threw from close range was heavy. In an instant, Choi Hong-seo felt a twisting pain in his intestines and a choking sensation, causing him to collapse forward.



    



    Even at times like this, the thought that he wouldn't even hit her in the face was so very Seogyeong-like that, hugging the shopping bag and kneeling on the floor, a bitter smile escaped her lips.



    



    It wasn't about consideration for someone who works with their face; Lee Seokyung was that kind of pig. A pervert of a different caliber, unlike the simple hotheads who recklessly wield violence without rules.



    



    Above the wrist, above the ankle, below the neck. The various types of scars densely covering every inch of Lee Seokyeong's body, wrapped in clothes, would never be forgotten for a lifetime. It was the most disgusting scene Choi Hong-seo had ever seen in his life.



    



    Lee Seokyung knelt down and sat facing Choi Hongseo, who had collapsed on the floor. Tilting her face at an angle, she rested her chin on her hand and let out a long sigh.



    



    "Hongseo, you have to throw yourself into the fray just to get a drop of dirty water on me, but I can just throw away those pants and put on new ones." Don't you still understand that? The fundamental difference between you and me?



    



    "Sniff, sniff..."



    



    Groaning in pain, Choi Hong-seo kept staring straight at Lee Seo-kyung as if trying to engrave the memory deeply so as not to forget it.



    



    "I've been really stressed out with business lately." There are some kids who don't listen, just like you. Today, Hongseo made things fun in various ways, and since I'm busy with work, I should get going now..."



    



    Having said that, Lee Seokyung tapped the screen of her phone with her finger and continued speaking.



    



    "If you keep this attitude up, my fingers are going to start itching?"



    



    Then he stood up, adjusted his suit, and walked towards the elevator.



    



    "Tell Manager Myung too." Tell Mr. Myung that I came and went.



    



    After tidying up her slightly disheveled hair and adjusting the position of her wristwatch, Lee Seokyung firmly pressed the elevator button. The eyes that coldly looked down at Choi Hong-seo, who was huddled on the cold marble floor with his shoulders trembling, gazed indifferently.



    



    "But what are we going to do about Hongseo?"



    



    "......"



    



    "If the dirty water splashes on Lee Haesung, then that dirty water must be the dirty water of your past."



    



    "......"



    



    "Oh, if you want to protect the vice president like that, erase your past." Then that would be fine.



    



    Lee Seokyung, who shrugged her shoulders with a smile, disappeared into the elevator.



    



    Due to the lingering pain in her abdomen, Choi Hong-seo sat in the elevator lobby for a while, gasping for breath. Until the sensor light automatically turned off.



    



    The scariest thing. The scariest thing I don't want to admit.



    



    It was the fact that Lee Seok-kyung was the real madman, the one who had been crazy since birth. The fact that he is a real lunatic, making it impossible to predict when or how he will act.



    



    "Heuuu..." Huh... Hoo...



    



    If I were to even slightly compromise my integrity, I would be prepared to live without dignity in Korea, to no longer be able to stay by your side, and to risk losing everything in order to expose the misdeeds of Lee Seokyung and Myung Dohun... Those words were all sincere.



    



    Even though I hadn't made a promise in advance, I could feel that I had gradually built that resolve within my subconscious during the time spent with the understanding.



    



    Choi Hong-seo slowly lifted his body in the darkness. Holding her stomach, she carefully bent down and picked up the crumpled shopping bag with care. I wiped my tear-soaked face carelessly.



    



    If I could just make it all go away, I would do anything, but I can't.



    



    A person who didn't deceive, use, or try to control with money, but instead looked at me warmly and slowly approached to touch my heart. At least, I wanted to make sure that the fallout from those dirty deeds didn't reach that one person. The only clean thing he had ever had since coming into this world, the only thing worth protecting.



    



    Until just a moment ago, the sensor was definitely working properly. While Choi Hong-seo walked to the front door and entered the password, the light never turned on. As if it couldn't detect the movements of a person named Choi Hong-seo.



    



    In the dark hall where no light could seep in due to the lack of windows, Choi Hong-seo pressed the door lock password incorrectly several times. In the meantime, new tears kept flowing, and without caring at all, she wiped her tears with an expressionless face.



    



    Because of understanding, I was able to bask in the golden sunlight even while residing in hell. No matter what awaited in the future, there was no regret for the happiness felt while closing my eyes in the warmth of that sunlight, even if just for a moment.



    



    It was a fact several times more evident than the notion that Lee Seokyung was a madman.



    



    Ding ding ding.



    



    With a cheerful sound, the lock was finally released.

  

  
    Chapter 109
  
  
    After a couple more days of low-grade fever, the illness finally boiled over.



    



    That morning, I felt something was off with my body as soon as I woke up. However, the release of the new work was just around the corner, and the first broadcast was that weekend, so I couldn't postpone the practice.



    



    Moreover, since it was a rare day when our schedules were clear, we had even set a time to meet after a long time. Since the housewarming of the new place, we hadn't met alone together. Jung Ji-in got busy with the filming of a new drama, and whenever there was even a little free time, it was spent with Lee Hae-seong.



    



    This time, I really wanted to meet in person and talk about Lee Hae-sung. If it were Jung Ji-in, he seemed like someone who would believe in the sincerity of the person named Lee Hae-sung, without any prejudice that he was a conglomerate and she was an idol. I'm not very good with words, so I didn't have the confidence to convey this kind of message well over the phone.



    



    However, as the afternoon went on, it became unbearable even with the medication.



    



    In the end, Choi Hong-seo collapsed in the practice room, as if fainting, like someone whose strength had given out in their waist and knees.



    



    The thermometer reading was nearing 40 degrees. Seeing that, I could no longer stubbornly insist.



    



    "Go inside and rest, please." Can't you trust us that much? I endured without showing any signs of pain until I reached this point... "Do you really think we would slack off after seeing this?"



    

    













"Yeah, hyung. Today, the team leader is here too. Even if we wanted to slack off, we couldn't."





Lying on the sofa, Choi Hong-seo closed his eyes as he looked up at the faces of the members. That day, the choreographer and dance team leader was in the practice room for the final touch-ups. So, even if some members were unreliable, it seemed like it was fine to leave everything to the leader for just one day.





No, honestly, there was no choice but to leave it to him.





After visiting the hospital with the manager, Choi Hong-seo returned to the dorm. The rain was pouring down, which made his body feel even heavier.





He didn’t even think about changing clothes and crawled straight into bed. The manager, who brought him a glass of water and medicine to the room, looked down at him with a worried expression.





"Can you be alone?"





"I'll just take the medicine and sleep, so it's fine."





"Ga-yun will come by later. She needs to check the costume for today's first broadcast. She'll open the door and come in, but you should at least get up and try on the outfit."





"Got it. Just make sure to tell Ji-in hyung about it."





Swallowing a few pills, Choi Hong-seo buried his face in the pillow and lay back down. It felt like someone was pulling at his body from beneath the bed.





He closed his eyes as he heard the manager quietly leaving. He thought he would fall asleep as soon as he lay down, but being alone only made his thoughts more tangled.





In the past, whenever there was a moment to spare, he would think of Lee Seo-kyung, but now his head was filled with thoughts of Lee Seo-kyung.





He had told Director Myung about Lee Seo-kyung visiting the dorm and how upset Lee Seo-kyung was. Director Myung, already furious from the medicine, threw things around, breaking them, and cursed Lee Seo-kyung. He was seething, saying that that bastard was ruining his life.





For a long time, Myung Do-hoon had been like the manager of the Korean branch who oversaw Lee Seo-kyung’s entertainment. He would find new faces that Lee Seo-kyung might like, and with financial support, he would draw them into the nightlife industry.





It was surprisingly true that Lee Seo-kyung didn’t prefer straightforward crimes like kidnapping or violence. Not because he was a pacifist who disliked violence, but because with a little more time and money, he could easily deceive others into thinking that he was the victim instead of the perpetrator. Myung Do-hoon helped him with this and, in return, was offered lucrative opportunities and built connections with upper-class clients.





However, now, Lee Seo-kyung had become nothing more than a cumbersome obstacle to Myung Do-hoon, trying to control him. They had known each other’s weaknesses for too long.





The interest that Lee Seo-kyung showed in Choi Hong-seo.





Myung Do-hoon saw it as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for himself. In order to escape from Lee Seo-kyung, he needed to attach himself to someone with equal or greater power than Lee Seo-kyung, and unfortunately, there weren’t many people in South Korea in that position.





Now, the efforts of Myung Do-hoon, the CEO, to oppose Lee Seo-kyung seemed laughable to Choi Hong-seo. If it weren’t for Lee Seo-kyung, he wouldn’t have had to fight to keep Choi Hong-seo when Lee Seo-kyung suddenly returned to him after years. He would have just called for him immediately...





With a heavy body, Choi Hong-seo shifted to lie on his side, pulling the blanket up to his head.





"Let me introduce our Hong-seo with these pictures and videos... And then, who lives in this house... Just a little bit of info like that, and on YouTube, someone will quickly spice it up and write a whole novel. If people find out that he's been hanging out with this kind of person... It’ll tarnish the image of the exemplary heir of a chaebol like Vice President Lee Seo-kyung."





He tightly shut his eyes under the blanket.





If he ever tried to use Lee Seo-kyung against him, he wouldn’t stay quiet. He was prepared to expose everything, even if it meant being socially ruined as well. He had fought hard against Lee Seo-kyung, but if that happened, it would already be after Lee Seo-kyung was involved.





Even if he exposed everything before Lee Seo-kyung used him against Lee Seo-kyung, there was no guarantee that Lee Seo-kyung wouldn’t try to entangle him with Lee Seo-kyung afterward.





Lee Seo-kyung's target was clearly Myung Do-hoon and Choi Hong-seo. Lee Seo-kyung was just using Lee Seo-kyung as a tool to "educate" Choi Hong-seo. If Choi Hong-seo behaved as he had before, there would be no reason for Lee Seo-kyung to go after Lee Seo-kyung.





He knew that a scandal like this wouldn’t be a huge blow to someone in Lee Seo-kyung’s position. A few years ago, another chaebol heir had been involved in a shocking sex scandal, but nothing had changed for him since then.





But this was a matter of honor.





The horrific pictures that Lee Seo-kyung took that day would be revealed to the world, and Choi Hong-seo would be labeled as a "perverted freak," and people would talk about how Lee Seo-kyung, the vice president of ARA, had been involved with someone like Choi Hong-seo... It felt as if Lee Seo-kyung’s crimes would be unfairly placed on Lee Seo-kyung’s shoulders.





What should he do... What should he really do...





He thought, thought, and thought again, but there was no escape in sight. The heat from his breath escaping through his nose and mouth was nothing compared to the heat in his head from those thoughts. His eyes filled with tears from the helplessness and despair. After spending seven long, terrible years, crying over his emotions was something he rarely did.





"Ah, if you really want to protect the Vice President, just erase your past. That’ll do."





Lee Seo-kyung's face, saying that, repeated itself in Choi Hong-seo's mind.





Choi Hong-seo squirmed under the blanket and grabbed his phone.





He knew that the schedule for the day only consisted of practice and a meeting with Jeong Ji-in. Lee Seo-kyung also knew this. About two hours ago, during the break at practice, he had sent the last message. It was a selfie taken through the practice room mirror, with hearts flying around his face in the emojis.





About an hour later, a new message arrived from him.





Carrot Seller: "The rain’s getting heavier. I was really looking forward to meeting you after such a long time, but the weather isn’t helping." (3:04 PM)





Carrot Seller: "If you need a driver on your way home, just call me anytime, you know that right?" (3:06 PM)





Carrot Seller: "I’ll be home early today and resting, so it doesn’t matter what time it is. Don’t feel bad, just call me." (3:07 PM)





Carrot Seller: "Like I said before, I’m not upset at all about you meeting another hyung instead of me on this rare free day." (3:09 PM)





Carrot Seller: "Did I not tell you?" (3:14 PM)





Carrot Seller: "My dream is having my boyfriend, who's a bit tipsy after having fun drinking with someone else outside, call me to ask to be taken home." (3:15 PM)





Carrot Seller: "At times like that, I think my boyfriend would speak in a slightly childish tone, and he'd probably act a bit more affectionate than usual." (3:18 PM)





Carrot Seller: "I totally welcome that ^^" (3:18 PM)





Choi Hong-seo faintly smiled at Lee Seo-kyung’s typical silly joke. Even in this situation, the time spent with him was his only breath of fresh air. This time, Choi Hong-seo opened the chat album with Lee Seo-kyung and scrolled through some of the old files.





He stared at the business registration certificate of the film company "Heu-sih." This had become a new habit after Lee Seo-kyung left. Lee Seo-kyung had given him many things, but this was the most precious gift he had ever received. Perhaps it was something he didn’t even want, yet it felt like it was born from his life itself... more valuable than even that life.





He couldn't erase the past. If he could, he would have done so countless times already. But, he could erase himself—the person who carried that past...





Just as he had that thought, a sudden noise came from outside the door, as if scolding him. The footsteps in the hallway stopped at the door.





“Hong-seo, Hong-seo... are you awake?”





The voice calling him carefully, knocking on the door, belonged to the stylist, Ga-yoon. Choi Hong-seo quickly wiped away the last of his tears under the blanket.





“Choi Hong-seo, I’m coming in?”





The door opened quietly from behind. Choi Hong-seo pulled the blanket off and looked back, where Ga-yoon stood at the door, her face apologetic, with an outfit draped over her shoulder.





“Unnie.”





“Did I wake you up while you were sleeping?”





“It’s okay. I’m just trying on clothes. What is it?”





As he sat up, he rubbed his face with his palm. In an attempt to finish quickly, Ga-yoon’s hands hurriedly removed the cover from the outfit.





“The clothes look really good on you.”





“You’ve lost more weight recently. I thought this part might be a bit too big. It’s better to have it tailored rather than pin it with a safety pin.”





“Yeah, I like that too. It’s the first broadcast, after all.”





It took less than five minutes for Ga-yoon to check the parts of the outfit that needed alterations. She also helped Choi Hong-seo find comfortable clothes, still wearing his practice outfit.





“You don’t have to come out. What’s with the send-off when you’re the patient?”





Ga-yoon, who was following Choi Hong-seo to the front door, kept glancing back at him with an unwilling expression.





“A cold and body aches that’ll be better in a day doesn’t make you a patient. I’m going to try to find something to eat in the kitchen after I see you off.”





“I’ll take care of you,” Ga-yoon said.





“You’re going to go to the client with the outfit, not stand around here. What are you talking about?”





Small companies like UB don't have enough manpower, so they can't afford to assign one person to take care of just Choi Hong-seo. Choi Hong-seo smiled at Ga-yoon, who kept looking back, unsure if she could leave him behind.





“Don’t force a smile. With your face all pale, looking like a ghost, it just makes you look worse.”





With a playful glare, Ga-yoon put on her shoes. While she was tying the complicated laces, Choi Hong-seo leaned against the door frame, holding the outfit.





“Sorry for making you come all the way to the dorm because of me, unnie. If it weren’t for that, we could’ve finished everything in one go at the practice room. It’s raining a lot today, too.”





“You’re apologizing for everything. I came through the underground parking lot. I didn’t get a drop of rain on me.”





As Ga-yoon straightened her back and reached to take the outfit from Choi Hong-seo, the intercom bell rang.





Choi Hong-seo and Ga-yoon looked at each other. If it were the manager, members, or company staff, they wouldn’t need to ring the bell. But if it wasn’t them, then no one would be coming up to the dorm. The mansion was well-secured, so even a stalker fan wouldn’t be able to get this far.





“Who is it?”





Ga-yoon, without thinking much, walked over to open the front door.





“Unnie!”





“......”





“Don’t open it.”





“Why?”





“W-well... you should at least ask who it is.”





“It’s not like anyone can come up to this house anyway.”





“Still... there’s no harm in being cautious.”





Choi Hong-seo’s words made Ga-yoon nod, and she turned to ask the person outside the door.





“Who is it?”





The voice on the other side of the door hesitated, as if surprised by the question. After a brief pause, a concise response came.





“It’s Lee Seo-kyung.”
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    "Who is it?"



    



    The voice from outside the door seemed hesitant, as if the visitor was caught off guard. After a brief pause, a simple answer came.



    



    "It’s Lee Hye-seong."



    



    Ga-yoon shrugged and looked back at Choi Hong-seo. Then she leaned toward the door and raised her voice.



    



    "I think you’ve got the wrong house. This is the 5th floor."



    



    "Unnie."



    



    "Huh?"



    



    "It’s not a mistake. He’s someone I know."



    



    "Someone you know?"



    



    Despite her confusion, Ga-yoon opened the door. Lee Hye-seong, tall and wearing a long autumn coat, slowly appeared in the crack of the door. Ga-yoon, startled, took a step back, and instinctively tilted her head back to fully see his face.



    



    Lee Hye-seong, who had not expected to see Ga-yoon there, looked down at her before speaking.



    



    "I was hoping to see Choi Hong-seo."



    



    Seeing Choi Hong-seo standing behind Ga-yoon, he paused. Then, he addressed Choi Hong-seo directly.



    



    "I heard you’re very sick."



    



    His expression seemed even more pained than the words themselves.



    



    Lee Hye-seong, ignoring Ga-yoon, walked swiftly into the foyer and approached Choi Hong-seo, who was standing near the divider. He set down the black bag he was holding and without hesitation placed his hand on Choi Hong-seo's face.



    



    "You should be lying down with a fever this high."



    



    He checked Choi Hong-seo's temperature, moving his hand from her cheeks to her forehead and the back of her neck. Although Ga-yoon was present, he seemed completely uninterested in her. It was clear that he would have done the same even if it hadn’t been Ga-yoon. Meanwhile, Ga-yoon stood aside, staring intently at Lee Hye-seong’s profile.



    



    "Did you go to the hospital?"



    



    "I did... hmm, yes. I got a shot and took the prescribed medicine."



    



    Choi Hong-seo answered while trying to ease her sore throat, gently pulling down his wrist.



    



    Ga-yoon couldn’t possibly fail to recognize Lee Hye-seong of ARA. She was very interested in stock investments and economic news, and even someone who wasn’t interested in business would find it hard not to know Lee Hye-seong if they were Korean. However, it took her a moment to reconcile the news image of Lee Hye-seong with the reality standing before her.



    



    "Where have I seen him before... who is this?"



    



    Her expression slowly shifted from confusion to shock as she stared closely at Lee Hye-seong’s profile.



    



    "I heard you were alone, so I brought some soup..."



    



    Lee Hye-seong, interrupted while touching her face, turned to Ga-yoon and gave a slight nod.



    



    "She’s... my stylist. She was just about to leave because there were some things to check with the outfit."



    



    Ga-yoon’s eyes darted between Lee Hye-seong and Choi Hong-seo, as her thoughts raced.



    



    "Unnie... well, I guess, take care."



    



    "Ah? Oh... okay. Rest well."



    



    Ga-yoon, who exchanged a brief, wordless glance with Lee Hye-seong, quickly left through the door. Her face was full of surprise and confusion, but Ga-yoon wasn’t the type to spread rumors. Even if rumors circulated, not all of them would turn into gossip or make headlines. There were countless stories in the entertainment industry and business circles that the public never got to hear.



    



    Ga-yoon’s presence wasn’t an issue when Lee Hye-seong appeared. The attention that Lee Hye-seong of ARA attracted was a bit overwhelming, but since they were both the same gender, no one would immediately jump to conclusions about a romantic relationship.



    



    It was simply awkward and embarrassing. She had no idea how to present her real relationship with Lee Hye-seong, not as the star ARA’s Lee Hye-seong but as her boyfriend.



    



    Once the door closed, Lee Hye-seong gently took hold of Choi Hong-seo's fingers. Despite her standing on a step, his height still made him look down at her. She found it oddly fascinating that their eye level was now a little closer, and she kept looking into his eyes. His face was pale, and he seemed to be in more pain than before.



    



    "Can I come in for a moment?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded and lightly tugged on his hand. Lee Hye-seong, who had slung his bag over his shoulder, followed Choi Hong-seo, looking around as if it were the first time he was seeing the inside of his own mansion.



    



    "The room... it’s a mess."



    



    In front of the bedroom, as Choi Hong-seo hesitated, Lee Hye-seong came up behind her and placed his hand over hers, which was holding the doorknob.



    



    "No matter what kind of scene is behind this door, I won't judge. So, let's go in and lie down, okay? You're burning up right now."



    



    As his whispering voice brushed against her temples and ears, Choi Hong-seo felt a slight tremor, a tingling sensation of unease. Her shoulders flinched. It was unfamiliar to her that she was still experiencing a jolt of excitement from skinship with him, especially after having been so numb to physical sensations for so long.



    



    She pushed the doorknob down, inviting him into the room.



    



    "Come on. Let's lie down first."



    



    Without looking around the room, Lee Hye-seong lifted the blanket and gently laid Choi Hong-seo on the bed. She had wanted to entertain him and talk since it was rare for her to be alone in the dorm, but after spending so much energy with Ga-yoon earlier, she was exhausted. As they slowly settled into the bed, Lee Hye-seong pulled the blanket up over her and brushed her hair back gently.



    



    He looked at her with an expression that made it seem like there was no one in the world more pitiable than her. His hand, moving from her forehead to her crown, was soothing.



    



    "How are you feeling?"



    



    "It’s just a cold. I got a shot and took medicine, so I should be fine after some rest."



    



    "With a fever this high, resting for a day isn’t going to make it go away."



    



    Lee Hye-seong, still wearing his outer coat, carefully sat on the edge of the mattress. His hand, which had been stroking her head, slowly moved down to gently caress her cheek, his thumb brushing over her skin with a soft touch.



    



    "I heard you were alone in the dorm, so I didn’t want to bother you, but I didn’t expect anyone to be here."



    



    "Unnie's fine. She won’t spread rumors or ask unnecessary questions."



    



    Lee Hye-seong nodded and gave a faint smile.



    



    "If I’d asked if I could come, Hong-seo would’ve told me not to. So I came without asking."



    



    "..."



    



    "Knowing you were sick and alone in the dorm... after that, I couldn’t focus on anything. I couldn’t just leave you alone."



    



    She simply felt at ease when looking at him. Maybe he was such a huge presence that everything else seemed to fade into the background, hidden by his vastness. Even though she knew that this wasn’t a solution, but rather a numbness or oblivion, thoughts of Lee Seo-kyung or the past seven years couldn’t penetrate when she was under his big shoulders. Strangely enough, she felt comforted, and her anxiety diminished.



    



    Now, more than ever, Choi Hong-seo could truly understand the cliché expression of feeling like the only two people in the world when in love.



    



    "When I was a kid, like everyone else, I wanted to have a puppy."



    



    As she quietly felt the touch on her face, Choi Hong-seo listened attentively to his words.



    



    "I know people think that I’ve lived a life where I get whatever I want, but my parents never allowed me to have a pet indoors."



    



    On Wikipedia, there were detailed accounts of Lee Hye-seong’s cousins, the children of Chairman Lee Woo-yeol, but there was relatively little exposure about Lee Hye-seong and his siblings. There weren’t many trivial rumors circulating about him either. That’s why the stories Lee Hye-seong told her about his own life were precious to Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "I finally got permission to have a medium to large dog in the garden, and I brought home a puppy beagle, but of course, indoor access was strictly forbidden."



    



    "..."



    



    "But the poor thing spent the whole day trembling in a corner of its little house. The employees said it was nothing, just that it was cold and nervous because it wasn’t used to the environment, and it would get better over time. But to my young eyes, it seemed serious. I couldn’t just leave the trembling puppy alone, even though they said it was fine. So, secretly, I took it into the house without my parents knowing, and without the employees seeing. At that age, doing something secretly at home was nearly impossible."



    



    Choi Hong-seo could easily imagine the image of young Lee Hye-seong sneaking into his large mansion with the puppy wrapped in a cashmere sweater. Just imagining that scene made her heart swell with warmth and love, though she couldn’t understand why her eyes were stinging. She blinked several times to prevent the tears from welling up.



    



    “I brought it into my room, and it just trembled in the corner for a long time. But when I stayed close to it, kept touching it, hugging it, and petting it, after a few hours, it started sniffing around, and even licked my face while lying on the floor. It became pretty lively.”



    



    A smile spread across his face as he reminisced. The smile was as soft as the touch that brushed across his face.



    



    “It was as if I had saved a dying creature, and it made me so happy. But after half a day, it was found out, and I had to return it to its house.”



    



    “Am I... like that puppy from back then?”



    



    “Yeah, similar. I feel like I have to do something for you, and I’m anxious that something might go wrong.”



    



    No one had ever looked at Choi Hong-seo in such a way. She was always the one who had to take responsibility, the one who had to stay strong, and the one whose tears were never allowed. No one had ever seen her as a pitiful puppy, like Lee Hye-seong did. He was really... such a strange and special man.



    



    “What happened to that puppy?”



    



    If it was the puppy he raised when he was young, then even if it had lived a healthy life, it wouldn’t still be alive now. Choi Hong-seo asked carefully, and his smile deepened. As they locked eyes warmly, he stroked her eyebrow.



    



    “…It lived healthily and passed away peacefully.”



    



    Perhaps he couldn’t bring himself to speak badly to someone who was lying sick in bed. For some reason, Choi Hong-seo instinctively felt that he was lying. But she didn’t want to press further. If he was telling a small lie to protect something, she, too, wanted to protect whatever it was that he was trying to keep safe.



    



    He lightly tapped her cheek, stood up, and took off his outerwear, hanging it on a chair by the desk.



    



    “I brought a few kinds of porridge with me. They’re homemade, so they should be decent.”



    



    “How many kinds?”



    



    “Well, I didn’t make them myself.”



    



    He gave an apologetic look, as he wasn’t the one who made it, and grabbed the bag he had placed on the floor. Now that he mentioned it, the bag looked like an insulated food bag.



    



    “There’s rice porridge, vegetable porridge, and if you want something savory, shrimp porridge. Want to eat after you wake up?”



    



    “I’ll eat a little now.”



    



    Although she had no appetite, thinking about how much effort he had put into bringing different kinds of porridge made her want to eat at least a few spoonfuls. She thought that showing him she could eat would help put his mind at ease. Slowly, Choi Hong-seo sat up.



    



    As he left the room to fetch some water, a call came in from Jeong Ji-in. She must have heard from the manager that she needed to cancel the appointment because of her illness, and likely called out of concern.
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    Choi Hong-seo cleared her throat and answered the call.



    



    “Hyung.”



    



    [Were you sleeping?]



    



    “No. I was just lying down.”



    



    [You’re not the type to skip practice just because you’re a little sick. I was worried, so I called to check on you.]



    



    Choi Hong-seo let out a weak laugh. Everyone around her thought of her as this tough person, but it was amusing that only Lee Hye-seong saw her as a pitiful little puppy.



    



    She fiddled with the edge of the blanket and glanced at the slightly open door.



    



    [You’re alone at the dorm, right? Should I come over?]



    



    “It’s okay, it’s okay. I went to the hospital. It’s just body aches. I’ll be fine after taking medicine and resting. I don’t need anyone to take care of me.”



    



    She denied it more strongly than necessary, because someone was already there taking care of her. Feeling awkward, Choi Hong-seo felt her already hot body heat up even more. There was no one to see, but she touched her flushed face with her hand and lowered her head.



    



    She wished she had a chance to tell Jeong Ji-in about her relationship with Lee Hye-seong.



    



    Actually, the older guy is here. He brought porridge, and I’m going to eat it and rest… Choi Hong-seo briefly imagined telling Jeong Ji-in. Introducing him as her partner to someone would be a little embarrassing, but it would probably be a very happy moment. She gripped the blanket harder.



    



    [What about your meal and medicine? Should I have porridge delivered?]



    



    “I already took the medicine, and I’m about to eat the porridge.”



    



    She heard the quiet sound of slippers, and Lee Hye-seong returned to the room with a tray and a glass of water. Choi Hong-seo exchanged a glance with him and pointed at her phone with her finger. Lee Hye-seong nodded and set the tray on the nightstand.



    



    [Why is everything backwards, huh?]



    



    Jeong Ji-in chuckled on the other end of the line and added, [Well, it's better than not eating. Good job.]



    



    Choi Hong-seo smiled faintly, following Jeong Ji-in’s tone, but her eyes were focused on Lee Hye-seong's movements.



    



    He was sitting at the edge of the bed, within arm's reach, and was now taking the porridge out of the insulated bag. He carefully opened a stainless-steel bowl with a handle like a mug and smiled at Choi Hong-seo. The savory, slightly salty scent of shrimp porridge gently filled the room.



    



    Choi Hong-seo smiled back at him. Her smile was likely weaker than usual, probably looking more like a grimace due to her pain, but he would likely interpret it as a smile despite the circumstances.



    



    Looking at him, she spoke into the phone.



    



    “Hyung, I’m sorry for not keeping our plans today.”



    



    [It’s because you’re sick. There’s nothing to be sorry about. You’re saying sorry for no reason.]



    



    “Still... it was hard to find a time that worked. I don’t know when we’ll be able to meet again.”



    



    [We can find time later. It’s not like we’ll never see each other again.]



    



    “Yeah.”



    



    [Our Choi Hong-seo’s popularity has gotten so global that it’s hard to see your face, but being busy is a good thing, right? You’re doing well, Hong-seo, right?]



    



    “Yeah, you’re right.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded, continuing to fiddle with the blanket.



    



    [You’ve been hanging on too long. Eat your porridge and rest well. I’ll be supporting your new song and waiting for it. Don’t stress about it. You’ll do great, as you always do.]



    



    After finishing the call with Jeong Ji-in, she felt her body grow heavier. Trying not to show it, she swallowed dryly and focused her mind.



    



    “Jeong Ji-in, the actor?”



    



    “Yeah.”



    



    He took a small case from the pocket of the insulated bag. It was a case containing a set of spoons. With a playful expression, he smiled and spoke.



    



    “Who’s your favorite person in the world?”



    



    “You’re just teasing me, aren’t you?”



    



    “What do you mean?”



    



    “I like you, but you’re not the person I like the most… You’re just saying that on purpose, aren’t you?”



    



    “What kind of porridge should we have? Since it’s not a stomach issue, should we go with shrimp porridge? I think it’ll taste the best.”



    



    She nodded, and he first handed her the glass of water. After Choi Hong-seo drank the water, he slowly stirred the porridge to let it cool. Steam rose from the shrimp porridge, as if it had just been taken from the pot.



    



    He scooped up a spoonful from the surface to make sure it wasn’t too hot and held it up to her lips.



    



    “I can eat it myself.”



    



    “I can feed you, though. How about listening to the healthy person, who doesn’t seem to have the strength to hold a spoon?”



    



    His large hand came closer and gently cupped her cheek. Had he washed his hands when he went to get the water? His hands were cooler now than before. The cool touch felt so pleasant that her eyes instinctively fluttered closed.



    



    Without arguing any longer, she opened her mouth obediently. He smiled with satisfaction and scooped another spoonful of porridge. The feeling of someone feeding her was so foreign, almost like a different world. The sweetness of him feeding her was much stronger than the savory taste of the porridge.



    



    “It’s delicious.”



    



    “There’s some seaweed, should I add that too?”



    



    “It’s fine. It’s already really good.”



    



    The second spoonful approached. He carefully fed her, neither too deep nor too shallow, as though he were feeding himself.



    



    It was the first time someone had looked at her with such a concerned expression, stayed by her side, and even fed her. At least, no one had done that, as far as she remembered. She thought about telling him that, but decided against it. She figured it might make him sad to know that no one had done this for her until now.



    



    Looking at her as she ate the third spoonful, he suddenly asked in a neutral tone, without the playfulness.



    



    “Except for Jeong Ji-in, who’s the person you like the most?”



    



    She thought the conversation had ended, but laughter escaped her lips. She couldn’t help it.



    



    “Uncle… Hye-seong uncle is my favorite person in the world.”



    



    “That’s right. I just wanted to hear that.”



    



    After saying something so cute, he smiled like an adult. And at that moment, Choi Hong-seo understood. He was intentionally saying these things to comfort her, to make her smile.



    



    As the fourth spoonful approached, she obediently opened her mouth to receive it.



    



    “I’m really upset that you’re sick, Hong-seo, but I think I’m a little excited being here with you. It feels like a boyfriend should, right?”



    



    “My boyfriend… don’t make fun of him.”



    



    “……”



    



    The fifth spoonful, which had been coming toward her, stopped midway. Then it moved again, accompanied by a golden smile that seemed to melt everything away.



    



    “Okay, I won’t.”



    



    I never imagined I would meet someone who would stay by my side so devotedly when I was sick. I never thought I would have the chance to lean on someone. But the burden and darkness I carry are so heavy and deep, I felt ashamed to ask anyone to share them. I’ve never had someone precious to me, so I don’t even know how to protect someone important.



    



    So, for now, I just accepted the porridge he gave me and ate it. It was the only thing I could do for him at this moment. Watching his face light up with happiness as he fed me made me forget the heaviness pulling at my body, the warm heat spreading in my head and eyes... and even Lee Seo-kyung.



    



    After finishing more than half of the porridge, he left the room to store the rest in the kitchen. Taking advantage of this moment, Choi Hong-seo headed to the bathroom. She knew it might be a bit foolish to think this, but she wanted to brush her teeth just in case a kiss might happen.



    



    When she saw her face in the bathroom mirror, it was a mess, as if she had cried for a long time, and it made her feel down. But there was no choice but to go back to the room. He hadn’t even sat down yet and was wandering around the room, waiting for her.



    



    “This wall is too bare.”



    



    He pointed to the empty space next to the poster on the wall and smiled. Those were posters of movies they had watched together, and gifts from Lee Hye-seong. Choi Hong-seo had hung them on the wall next to the door, leaving a gap on the right side because she had hung them close together.



    



    It felt like the space was visualizing her heart, eagerly anticipating the time she would spend with him. Even though she hadn’t done anything wrong, she felt shy, as if he had seen through her feelings.



    



    She rubbed the back of her neck and tried to explain nonchalantly.



    



    “I—I did it on purpose. I need space to hang more posters…”



    



    She probably failed to sound casual, but a happy smile lingered on his face. He came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her shoulders from behind.



    



    “We’ll have to watch more movies together from now on.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Until there’s no space left to hang them. Right?”



    



    She nodded in agreement, holding his wrist that crossed over her collarbone. Unlike her usual habit of nodding once, she nodded several times. She was making a silent vow to herself, promising to watch many movies with him until this wall was full, and there was no space left.



    



    When she went back to the bed to lie down, she noticed something unfamiliar. A large bowl from the kitchen was placed on the nightstand.



    



    “It’s lukewarm water. If you wipe your body with a towel soaked in it, your body temperature will go down a bit.”



    



    “You’re… really going to do that?”



    



    “Of course. What else would I do with a boyfriend?”



    



    He lay her down on the bed and turned off the lights to make the room more comfortable for her eyes. Then, sitting next to her, he slowly wiped her face, neck, and arms with the towel, as though he were carefully caring for her. The coolness from the towel made her feel pleasantly refreshed as the heat was drawn away.



    



    “I’ll stay until you fall asleep, so if you feel sleepy, just sleep well.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo tried to keep her eyelids open, which kept growing heavier with drowsiness. Meanwhile, the rain outside was pounding against the window, almost like an ominous prophecy.



    



    She parted her dry lips and looked at him.



    



    “Can’t you stay… just a little longer?”



    



    A smile spread across his face as he wiped her left arm with the damp towel. He lowered his head slightly, raising his eyebrows as he asked her.



    



    “Do you want me to stay by your side?”



    



    She nodded, and he pinched her cheek gently, without causing any pain.



    



    “You must want to stay with me because you’re hurting, huh?”



    



    She nodded.



    



    He looked surprised at how honest her answer was, and his expression quickly became serious as he realized she wasn’t joking. With a hesitant tone, he spoke.



    



    “I want to stay, of course, but don’t you think the members will find it strange? Hong-seo, won’t you be uncomfortable?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo tightened her grip on his sleeve and shook her head.



    



    “I don’t care.”



    



    “Really?”



    



    She nodded again.



    



    She didn’t want him to leave. Anyway, if the manager had been gossiping about her sickness, Lee Hye-seong could live in this dorm if he wanted to. The manager would probably just let him do whatever he wanted. No, even if the manager barged in and scolded them, she didn’t want him to leave. If she sent him away... it just didn’t feel right.
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    He didn’t mind that his sweater was stretching, and he gently pulled up the sleeves to grab higher on his arm. Still with a thoughtful expression, he hunched his back, and Choi Hong-seo wrapped her arms around his neck. Even though the force of her pull was weak, he bent his body as she tugged. When she tightly embraced his neck, she finally felt like a person again, like she could breathe and that the blood was flowing through her veins.



    



    “The members will be practicing, so they’ll probably come back only in the early morning.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Don’t go.”



    



    He slowly lifted his head, and his warm eyes, filled with pity and affection, looked down at her. Had he ever looked at that puppy he used to care for with such eyes?



    



    A sense of impending doom surged in her chest, and she grew anxious, as if she could never meet his eyes again. They say that when you're sick, your heart weakens too, so maybe that’s why. This intense anxiety, as if she couldn’t be apart from him…



    



    “You’re not going, right?”



    



    The fact that she had made such a bold request, saying "Don’t go," surprised her, but what really surprised her was the cleverness of her question—“You’re not going, right?”—realizing that she had been acting like a fox, as people often say. She had never acted so spoiled toward Lee Hye-seong before, not before or after.



    



    Finally, the traces of worry disappeared from his face, replaced by a soft, warm smile that was like cream.



    



    “How could I go? My baby says she likes me so much.”



    



    In the end, he climbed fully onto the bed and lay next to her. As soon as he slid under the covers, Choi Hong-seo snuggled up to him. He chuckled softly and wrapped his arm around her shoulder, pulling her close. Several kisses landed on her forehead, temples, and hair.



    



    “I’d love to take you to my house, let you rest for a few days, but… I can’t do that.”



    



    His big hands moved up and down as he gently rubbed her shoulders. Still with his lips on her forehead, he spoke.



    



    “When everyone’s asleep in the early morning, I’ll sneak out. Sleep well and get better soon, okay?”



    



    Nodding, she burrowed deeper into the crook of his neck. She wrapped her arms around his solid, muscular upper body and squeezed his side tightly.



    



    She didn’t want to fall asleep. She wanted to imprint this precious time with him fully in her memory. Yet, the exhaustion of her body gradually separated her from him, pulling her into a semi-conscious state. Outside the window, the rain had turned into a thunderstorm. A flash of lightning struck, as if the gods were scolding the corruption of humans on earth, followed by a thunderous roar, like the wrath of a god. Then, the raindrops came crashing against the window as if dozens of tons of sand were being poured all at once. It repeated several times.



    



    His breathing. The steady rise and fall of his chest with each breath. The strong pulse in his body. The mix of the cleanser, aftershave, skin lotion, and his cologne—creating a scent like his very fingerprint.



    



    He was so close. She could touch him, hold him, and be held by him. In this moment, it seemed there could be no clearer existence, yet it was hard to believe that such certainty could be destroyed. She couldn’t believe it, and didn’t want to believe it, so she pretended to sleep, burying her face in the crook of his neck. Hot tears, as warm as his body temperature, flowed, soaking into the skin between his cheek and hers. She hoped he wouldn’t notice, and as expected, he only kissed her forehead and gently shook her shoulder, not asking about the meaning of her tears.



    



    The sound of rain seemed to fade, and she was slowly pulled into a deep, almost unconscious sleep.



    



    When she woke with a jolt, as if falling from a cliff in a dream, the first thing she sought was Lee Hye-seong.



    



    “......”



    



    She saw his back, curled up tightly against the edge of the bed. The last memory before falling asleep was of them holding each other so tightly, as if they were one. But now, he was lying separately, without even a blanket over him.



    



    As Choi Hong-seo reached out towards his back, she noticed that her clothes had been changed. It seemed that he had wiped her down again and replaced her sweat-soaked clothes. Yet, had she still been suffering from the fever without waking up?



    



    She couldn't help it; she wanted to pull him into her arms. She wanted to embrace him. She wanted to connect deeply with him in a way she had never done with anyone else—“the ordinary way”—and confirm their existence to each other.



    



    She gently placed her fingertips on his back. Are you sleeping? And then, a question mark.



    



    Just as she finished the question, his broad back shuddered lightly, and she heard a soft laugh.



    



    “Why are you already up, squirming around? Go back to sleep.”



    



    “Why... Hm, why... did you lie facing that way?”



    



    Because of the fever, Choi Hong-seo's voice was cracked, hoarse. Her voice, now low and trembling, created ripples in the calm, quiet air between them. A sudden tension filled the space.



    



    After a brief silence, he answered.



    



    “…I kept having distracting thoughts.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I thought I might fall into self-loathing.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo continued drawing meaningless shapes on his back. She didn’t not understand what he meant by “distracting thoughts” and “self-loathing.”



    



    “I’m not joking. You’re so sick you can’t even think straight… Ha… I feel guilty that I couldn’t control myself. I’m not the same person I was when you first stayed at my guest room.”



    



    “......”



    



    “While looking at you... I knew I couldn’t resist doing something inappropriate, so I’m lying here like this.”



    



    Someone who had been treated like a piece of meat by so many was now someone trying to suppress their desires, tortured by guilt. This was love. She was happy to learn this now. She would not regret this happiness, no matter what, no matter what might come.



    



    The rain was still pouring. The thunder and lightning seemed to have stopped, but through the window that wasn’t covered by blinds, she could still see the shadows of the rain streaking across.



    



    Even curled up and turned to the side, his broad back seemed like a wide piece of stationery, a space where anything could be written.



    



    I... look, Yo.



    



    “You said you couldn’t resist looking at me.”



    



    This time, slowly and without lifting her fingers, she drew a big heart.



    



    “You said not to provoke you?”



    



    His voice sounded stern, almost angry, but she found it amusing.



    



    Kiss, kiss…



    



    =3=



    



    She added an emoticon that she usually used when being playful in messages. It was a kissy face, one of his favorite emoticons.



    



    “Did you sleep well, sir? Oh, yes, my baby is sleeping well too. We need to sleep so we get better soon.”



    



    Her laughter grew slightly louder than before, as he gave an intentionally wrong answer, acting nonchalant.



    



    Her slender, long fingers crept again across Lee Hye-seong’s back.



    



    I... want to sleep... with you, sir...



    



    “Ah... this is too easy.”



    



    Before she could finish the sentence, he already tried to guess her words.



    



    “I love you, sir. Please marry me.”



    



    Although it was another incorrect guess, Choi Hong-seo couldn’t laugh this time. There was no laughter, and the hand that had been gently scratching his back stopped moving. Finally, he turned his body and glanced over his shoulder at her.



    



    “Why? Isn’t it right? Was it wrong?”



    



    She looked at his profile, which was clearly outlined by the faint light coming through the window.



    



    “You can’t… marry me…”



    



    “......”



    



    She spoke in a tone that seemed almost like a sulking child, realizing her own words. The moment she turned her head in regret, he sat up.



    



    "Why can't you do it?" You said so yourself. I can do anything."



    



    His voice was not calm either. It sounded like he was suppressing his anger, but of course, it wasn't anger directed at Choi Hong-seo.



    



    It seemed like he had said something unnecessary, so Choi Hong-seo, who had been mumbling while looking elsewhere, cautiously turned his gaze back to him.



    



    I didn't know any other way to seduce him, a more sophisticated or purer way. I gently stroked his arm resting on the sheet, the arm with the knit sleeve rolled up to below the elbow, and loosely pulled it. He pulled back the blanket, revealing his body that he had dried in front of him.



    



    "Until marriage, I won't be greedy about such things..."



    



    "You're unbelievable."



    



    Furrowing his brow, he mounted Choi Hong-seo's body like a swift beast pouncing on its prey. His eyes gleamed as he grabbed both wrists, pinning them to the pillow and looking down. Even though it seemed like he could devour the person lying beneath him at any moment, he was still fighting with his own conscience. His conscience, which he would describe as 'self-loathing,' told him he couldn't lay a hand on his beloved who was lying there in pain.



    



    Choi Hong-seo turned his head and kissed the inside of his wrist where he was pressing down. She rubbed her nose against his and then against his cheek.



    



    "I know you're hurting." Even though I'm hurting... Me too... When you're next to me, I think about those things. More than just having a fever from being sick... It gets hotter. Me too.



    



    Sigh...



    



    With a deep sigh, his head drooped heavily. Without pressing down on Choi Hong-seo, he floated in the air and sat, slowly leaning his upper body downwards. He pressed his lips to her forehead and the tip of her nose, then moved down to her lips, kissing her as if taking her temperature, and remained still for a while. It was Choi Hong-seo who first licked his lips with her hot tongue.



    



    "If you end up having to perform on stage while sick..." How am I supposed to deal with that sense of self-loathing?



    



    "I've performed on stage many times even when I was sick."



    



    Even while talking, I kept licking his lips. Perhaps because he had been nursing while pretending to sleep, his lips were rough and dry. He gazed intently at Choi Hong-seo through his half-closed eyelids.



    



    "It's not different from being because of me."



    



    "I... It seems like it would be good.



    



    "......"



    



    "Because of the uncle, I stood on stage in pain, and everyone saw me like that..."



    



    His lips slowly parted. The tongue that emerged in between licked the back of Choi Hong-seo's tongue, whispering deeply and sweetly.



    



    "Who is Choi Hong-seo's lover?"



    



    "Hmm..."



    



    "Who are you sleeping with?"



    



    "Ugh, yeah."



    



    "Everyone is watching."



    



    Pressing her tongue against his, she wrapped her lips around his thicker tongue and sucked gently, causing Choi Hong-seo's breathing to quicken.



    



    "Can you show me... After sleeping with the uncle and getting hurt, I wish everyone could see it.



    



    Hmm... He groaned heavily, his face contorted as if feeling pain from a deep wound. Finally, his penis, which was pressing gently on Choi Hong-seo's lower abdomen, had also become bulging and heavy.

  

  
    Chapter 113
  
  
    Lee Hae-sung moved his waist back and forth slowly, rubbing his penis against Choi Hong-seo's groin. And then he showed a blissful smile. The smile was different in color and depth from the gentle smiles of just a moment ago. It was the smile of a mature man trying to seduce the other person sexually, appealing to his charm.



    



    He stretched out his long body and slowly lay down on Choi Hong-seo. His lower abdomen, chest, groin, and thighs sequentially intertwined with him, and their calves became entangled.



    



    "Hmm..." Hmm.”



    



    A few days ago, I felt a dull pain in my abdomen when it was pressed after being hit by Lee Seokyung. I grimaced slightly and groaned, but it was enough to disguise it as pleasure. It was a pain that I could endure well enough to still practice the choreography. It was a relief that there were no visible injuries. Since he is an expert in violence, he wouldn't make such a mistake.



    



    Moreover, Lee Hae-sung was propping himself up on his elbows to distribute his weight and avoid crushing his partner lying beneath him. His arm, which had slipped under the armpit, was gently touching Choi Hong-seo's earlobe. Rubbing the soft flesh between his fingers, he began kissing from Choi Hong-seo's cheek.



    



    "People like Hongseo, who stand on stage and are loved for their talent, are called stars, but to me, Hongseo is not a star; she is like a small sun."



    



    Every time he whispered with his lips still on her cheek, his breath tickled her. In the close distance where only his face filled her view, Choi Hong-seo listened attentively to the story he was telling, keeping her focus fixed on his eyes.



    



    Slowly, so as not to startle him, his right hand slipped under the hem of the T-shirt. Just the touch of his hand on the bare skin inside her clothes made Choi Hong-seo flinch and react.



    



    Before having our first intimate encounter, I felt embarrassed all over again about the confession where I had to muster up the courage to say I wasn't feeling it.



    



    "Not a doll that just makes a face and moves as someone has beautifully wrapped it..." It feels like I'm crying out with my whole body, asking to be seen, asking to be loved.



    



    "Ugh, hmm..." "Yeah."



    



    As he caressed her side and moved up to find her nipple, his hand groping over her chest, Choi Hong-seo's breath faltered. Lee Haeseong's lips pressed firmly right next to the lips this time.



    



    "Sometimes, Hong Seo on stage looks so desperate that it feels like she's saying, 'This is all I have.'"



    



    Choi Hong-seo, startled, tightly grasped his shoulder.



    



    His eyes were so precise. Before understanding, that was all there was for Choi Hong-seo. Choi Hong-seo on stage, Choi Hong-seo of 'Layered'. Being recognized and loved for it... That was the only hope of escaping from hell. And it was also the only place where Choi Hong-seo had ever truly belonged. A place not where one is dragged around, exploited, and treated like a piece of meat, but a place of dignity in the world.



    



    So I worked myself to the bone. Even with just one piece of criticism that people called hate comments, I groaned and increased my practice time, even taking on more debt to extend my lessons.



    



    The fact that I was caught by Yuhasung with such desperation was embarrassing, yet on the other hand, it was a relief. The part I least want to show is probably also the part I most want to be understood.



    



    Looking at Choi Hong-seo's eyes, which were trembling in surprise, he smiled charmingly once again.



    



    "But I..." I'm pretending to be a good person in front of Hongseo... That's not all of me.



    



    His lips overlapped with Choi Hong-seo's lips. Without pressing down with weight, their lips merely touched, and he whispered like a breath.



    



    "The external heart that clings to my affectionate heart like an appendix is a black heart."



    



    What could it mean? It was a somewhat difficult story to understand, but I felt like I could vaguely grasp its meaning.



    



    "Huh..." Huh.”



    



    The tip of his middle finger touched the nipple. He stimulated it, circling around in a spiral motion. The soft and almost flat nipple became hard and swollen. The strength in Choi Hong-seo's hand, which was gripping his shoulder, tightened, squeezing as if to wring him out.



    



    His smile deepened, as if satisfied. The movement of his lips being pulled to both sides was felt directly on Choi Hong-seo's lips.



    



    "When I see Hong Seo on stage shouting that this is all he has, it makes me feel bad."



    



    "Wh... Heh, wh-what bad intentions?



    



    After stroking his chest broadly, his hand moved down again and this time delved into the loose band of the shorts he had put on himself. Gripping the genitals inside his underwear and massaging them, Choi Hong-seo's thick shoulders moved up and down.



    



    "If there should be only one thing left for Hongseo, it would be..." The thought that I want to become.



    



    "Ugh, ugh..." Yeah, sniff.



    



    "Thought?" No, it's not really a thought; it's more of a passion.



    



    In the briefs, playing with his hotter-than-usual genitals, he bit his lower lip tightly and looked down at Choi Hong-seo. Certainly, it was an expression filled with passion.



    



    That's not true. It used to be like that, but now it's just one of those things, sir.



    



    His lips blocked Choi Hong-seo's lips, which were about to speak. He pressed down hard, twisted and crushed, and then slid his tongue through the gap that had opened up. As if I already know everything you want to say without you having to say it.



    



    His tongue, which had gently but thoroughly licked and melted the insides of my mouth, now slowly withdrew, teasingly grazing the edges of my lips. Last time it was his penis too, but the slow movement as it pulled out was particularly lewd. More than when he came in to commit the act.



    



    "By the way."



    



    As if to say, "This is where I really want to start," he blinked and spoke.



    



    "When Hongseo says things like that, I wonder if there might be a passion inside Hongseo that's similar to mine."



    



    Words like those from a moment ago...



    



    Can you show me...? After sleeping with the old man, I want everyone to see how much it hurts.



    



    It was clear that I was talking about it. Even though I felt embarrassed later about the lewd talk I had indulged in, taking advantage of the moment when reason had loosened due to lust, I had no intention of backing down. With the hand that was holding his shoulder, I wrapped it around the back of his neck. I placed both hands around his neck and locked them tightly.



    



    "When I think that Hongseo might feel the same way I do about Hongseo... I'm incredibly excited.



    



    As if to prove those words, his penis, pressing firmly against the upper thigh, was more than half erect. He moved his hips, rubbing that firm flesh against her thigh. Choi Hong-seo wriggled and twisted his waist unconsciously. Just being close was far from enough, so I wanted to rub against his genitals, and my body, like a fireball, moved on its own.



    



    His gaze, looking down closely, became even cloudier, and the touch inside the underwear on Choi Hong-seo's genitals became even stickier. As Choi Hong-seo guided him, he arched his thick, firm, yet flexible waist, rubbing his penis against the place where they touched.



    



    He pressed the increasingly hardening penis, which he could feel getting stiffer, deeply against Choi Hong-seo's groin, who was massaging from the outside to the inside of his thighs, and for a moment, he stopped moving. Then, twisting his waist to the sides, he pushed the excessively swollen penis that seemed about to overflow from his pants and said.



    



    "This thing attached to my body." It's not just this thing that gets me excited. It excites me to the point where even the hidden desire that comes with it trembles. Every time you do that."



    



    "Heh, huff." Ugh, mmm...



    



    Because of the penis rubbing so vigorously as if it were going to pierce through her flesh, Choi Hong-seo couldn't even think of a response. She could only try to suppress her moans.



    



    Filled with the desire to unleash his lust, she sweetly smiled under her half-drowsy eyelids, inviting him to take action.



    



    "I talked in a complicated way, pretending to sound sophisticated."



    



    "......"



    



    "I want to hear more of that."



    



    Honey that is so sweet that it leaves a bitter taste at the end. It was a honey-like smile. He seemed like a person under the influence of a dangerous substance. No, he himself was the dangerous substance. A substance that intoxicates Choi Hong-seo, paralyzes him, and makes him forget all his problems.



    



    He reached out and grabbed the back of the knit sweater, pulling it. In one swift motion, he took off his top and lay flat on Choi Hong-seo, kissing deeply at the nape of his neck. The sensitive spot behind his ear was filled with his breath.



    



    "My whole body is burning up."



    



    His whispers became even hotter. Rubbing his large body against Choi Hong-seo's still fully clothed body, he craved intercourse. Even the lewd friction arising from Lee Haeseong's inherent weight was already foreplay.



    



    "Heehee, hee..." Hmm. Sniff...



    



    "Is it because you wanted to do it with me that you got all hot like this?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded. My mouth kept drying out, and I swallowed dryly while stroking his bare shoulders and arms.



    



    He pulled the blanket all the way over his back. Up to Choi Hong-seo's neck. And then, I went down under the blanket. I pulled down Choi Hong-seo's shorts and underwear down to his calves, crawled between his legs, and kissed his perineum.



    



    "Haaah..." Huh... Huh..."



    



    The sensation of lips touching the soft skin made Choi Hong-seo's waist twitch. Using my foot, I pulled off the pants that were clinging to his calves at his ankles and rubbed my heel against his writhing back. I fumbled under the blanket, mindlessly tugging at his hair as he sucked and stretched below.



    



    Gasping for breath while staring at the spinning ceiling, I suddenly looked down. The sight of a large presence stirring the blanket from the waist down stirred my imagination, making it feel even more peculiar.



    



    Choi Hong-seo lifted the blanket. In the dimly lit blanket filled with the humidity and warmth of lust, Lee Hae-seong was burying his impeccably handsome face, so perfect it seemed cold, in the man's groin. It was the most erotic moment I had ever seen in my life.



    



    He, with his mouth full of the tender flesh around the place he was about to enter, looked up at me with his eyes wide open, deeply sucking. The penis of Choi Hong-seo, which had begun to erect, clung to his lower abdomen and twitched. His face, buried in the groin and visible between the penis and pubic hair, strangely looked more handsome than usual.



    



    "Ugh, sob..." Ugh, sob...



    



    Choi Hong-seo pulled the blanket over his head. While caressing his forehead and earlobe, she lifted her legs high enough for her knees to touch her armpits and spread her thighs wide. As if a single blanket could completely hide all her shyness. Lasciviously and boldly. Spread her genitals and brought them close to him.



    



    I wasn't sure if there was enough time left to be shy or hesitant. I just wanted to give him everything and receive everything from him, as if this moment were the last.
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    Ihaeseong neither flinched nor hesitated. Pressing down gently on the back of Choi Hong-seo's thigh with his sweaty palm, he lunged again with his widely spread lower body. The resiliently swaying testicles and the softened hole, the thick perineum between the testicles and the anus, were mindlessly traversed as lips and tongue rubbed, teeth scraped, and flesh was sucked and bitten.



    



    "Ugh, uh." Huff! Huh.”



    



    At his beast-like caresses between her legs, Choi Hong-seo twisted her shoulders and shuddered. Insertion sex hadn't even started yet, but her entire lower body already felt like it was melting away.



    



    From the lower abdomen that keeps pulling painfully to the inverted triangle-shaped area with pubic hair, including the penis and testicles, as well as the hole that serves as a sexual organ during intercourse. Moreover, even the insides of my thighs, which have nothing to do with sex. The entire wide lower body was tingling and melting. If his hard and heavy, arm-like member were to plunge deep, the melted lower body seemed like it would splatter everywhere.



    



    "Ugh, stop it..." There, huff, stop...



    



    He raked his fingers through his hair and pleaded in a voice devoid of emotion. Because it felt like everything was going to melt away.



    



    The anal entrance, soaked in his saliva and rubbed by his tongue, was now at the point of being sore. The entire perineum was completely soaked with his saliva and the pus that had dripped from Choi Hong-seo's glans.



    



    Without removing his tongue, he rubbed the hole up and down several times, and finally pulled the now suitably softened entrance apart. As he visualized the long, horizontally stretched hole in his mind, his buttocks instinctively clenched.



    



    "Baby, the bottom..." Why are you tightening it already?



    



    "Haah, sob." Hic. Huh...”



    



    "Yeah?" I haven't put anything in yet.



    



    The description of the gaping anus made Choi Hong-seo's already flushed face turn even redder. Not knowing what to do, he repeatedly parted and closed his lips, finally biting down hard on his roughened lower lip. Even so, his voice, roughened by lust, sounded nothing but sexy.



    



    He licked the hole again, as if to support it. And then two fingers simultaneously delved inside. I knew it was two fingers without looking. Two fingers, all at once, sank in deeply without any resistance. It was as easy as poking a finger into moderately melted butter.



    



    You feel so much, and your body opens up so much.



    



    "Ah..." I really feel good.



    



    As if he had inserted his penis, he lifted his chin between his legs and moaned languidly.



    



    "Ugh, yeah." Sniff. Huff...”



    



    Sigh, sigh. With the strength of the straight fingers probing the melted insides, Choi Hong-seo grabbed the hem of her T-shirt and tore at it. Even while lying down, the intense pleasure made her knees and ankles tremble.



    



    He stretched his fingers into three, sensuously rubbing against the warm, thick inner walls as he crawled up. He pulled the blanket down to his waist and forcefully thrust his fingers into the anal opening, pushing them in and out. And then, as if tormented by hallucinations, he approached with glazed eyes and wrapped his tongue around Choi Hong-seo's earlobe.



    



    "Hong Seo-ya."



    



    Even at the sound of her name being called, Choi Hong-seo trembled.



    



    "That place..." Hongseo, it's all muddy there. It's like someone spilled water all over the inside.



    



    With a huskier, hoarse voice mixed with ragged breaths, and his head swaying as if he were drunk, I could tell how excited he was. The exemplary third-generation chaebol known for his impeccable manners, ARA's Ye Seong, engaging in lewd talk with his lover in a secretive setting... The fact that the person who excited him this much was none other than herself thrilled Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Rather than feeling embarrassed, I felt myself getting hotter, so I hugged his head whispering in my ear and rubbed my face against his cheek.



    



    "Baby..." Hongseo... Isn't this really, like, pre-cum? If you get too excited... Isn't that possible? "Yeah?"



    



    Every time he said, "There, this," his fingers lewdly rubbed inside the hole.



    



    "Heh, heh..." Ah... No, no... Sniff!



    



    This time, he hit Choi Hong-seo's collarbone. He was almost in pain, struggling to control his excitement, his broad and thick shoulders twitching. Biting his collarbone and gnawing at it, he continued to stretch the anus by inserting and withdrawing his fingers from below, and only now did he slowly lift his head as if he was finally ready. Struggling to suppress his eyes clouded with intense lust and trying to show a gentle smile as usual, he was putting in a lot of effort.



    



    "Let's do it lying down." That way, the baby won't have to struggle as much.



    



    "Face..." "I'll do it while looking at you."



    



    "I'll be lying flat on top of Hongseo." Then I'll be able to see your face. I'll keep watching Hongseo. Promise.



    



    While showering kisses on her lips to soothe her, he slowly withdrew his hand from below. The sensation of part of his body slipping out from within was just as thrilling as the insertion, causing Choi Hong-seo to writhe like a fish dragged out of water.



    



    He pulled Choi Hong-seo's shoulder and slowly turned his body. Even while sweating, he covered Choi Hong-seo's back with his body, feeling the chills, and covered his lower half, which was not dressed, with a blanket. While he was pleasuring Choi Hong-seo's lower body with his mouth, he must have removed his own pants, as their lower bodies were bare against each other.



    



    He propped himself up on his elbow and leaned his face over Choi Hong-seo's shoulder. He whispered while showering kisses on the temples, earlobes, cheeks, bridge of the nose, and lips.



    



    "Can you see my face clearly?"



    



    With his face half-buried in the pillow, Choi Hong-seo nodded. While his mind was lost in his smile, the stiff and hot erect penis burrowed between his buttocks, rubbing against the entrance as if courting.



    



    "Um..." Hmm! Huff!



    



    The smooth and slippery thick tip was greedily and openly demanding intercourse. Like before getting a painful injection, Choi Hong-seo's muscles kept tensing up.



    



    "Today, intensely... I won't do it.



    



    "Heh, ugh!" Huh... Hoo.”



    



    "It's a funny story, but after going this far..." Still, the baby is sick.



    



    Like a serpent, lifting its head and cautiously moving forward to find its way, his slowly wriggled deeper inside.



    



    The feeling of forcibly cramming a huge object that shouldn't be put in a narrow space into a place where it shouldn't go was the same as last time. However, strangely enough, that enormous object kept being forcefully pushed in. As is often the case with male mammals other than humans, his penis was as hard as if it had bones, and using that solid strength, it twisted and coiled its way out of Choi Hong-seo's belly.



    



    "Our baby is really sick."



    



    Looking to the side, he gently stroked Choi Hong-seo's wet hair as he let out a pitiful voice.



    



    "My stomach is churning..."



    



    "Ugh..." Huh...”



    



    "It feels like dipping my genitals in molten iron."



    



    Even while watching with regret, his flexible waist did not slow down its movements. He swayed skillfully, adjusting the intensity.



    



    Every time his waist undulated greatly, a steady pressure was felt on the lower part of his buttocks, where his pelvis and groin met. He gently pushed up the flesh of her buttocks, thrusting, then softly pulled away, and in the next moment, he immediately crushed the flesh again and surged forward. Even without seeing it with my eyes, just feeling it with my body made it an endlessly erotic movement.



    



    The hot and dry kisses continued on Choi Hong-seo's cheeks and lips.



    



    "Our baby is so sick like this..." "Am I really just doing this kind of thing?"



    



    "Th... don't say that..." "Don't say things like that..."



    



    "Don't do it?"



    



    I turned my head slightly to meet his gaze more directly. I lifted my left hand, which had been hugging the pillow, and caressed his neck.



    



    "I also..." Because I want to. I was the one who seduced you first, uncle... I did it first...



    



    His forehead touched Choi Hong-seo's temple. Licking the smooth cheek that had become salty from sweat, he suddenly thrust deeply inside with great force.



    



    "Heu..." Ugh! Huh!”



    



    "Entering your sick body and feeling your heat with my cock..." "Actually, if it feels incredibly good?"



    



    The thrusting of their hips quickened. The sound of sweaty skin sticking and separating, a wet slapping noise, rose damply from under the blanket. With the sensation of being pushed to the limit, Choi Hong-seo moaned as if sobbing. His nape, held in my hand, was sticky with sweat. The faster he shook his waist, the closer the intervals between Choi Hong-seo's moans became.



    



    "Heh, heh..." Yeah, sniff.



    



    "After we did it last time..." If I say there hasn't been a day I haven't thought about that day? Still, will Hongseon take my side?



    



    I barely opened my eyes and looked at him. Even though my mouth was dry, it felt unusually sticky, making it hard to speak. I confessed with great difficulty through breaths that had completely lost their rhythm.



    



    "I felt the same way."



    



    "......"



    



    "Chatting with the uncle on Messenger, talking on the phone..." Sigh, even when we were dating... This kind of thing... I imagined it."



    



    For a moment, his face twisted into a grimace as if he were angry, and he bowed his head deeply.



    



    "Um." Hmm. Hmm."



    



    I shoved my tongue into Choi Hong-seo's mouth and ravaged it with a brutality that was almost violent. The kiss, neither sweet nor ticklish, was the very embodiment of boiling desire completely out of control.



    



    Saliva, whose it was unknown, flowed down the corner of his mouth, and he licked it back up with his tongue... While sharing an overflowing kiss, his plot was crushed against the buttocks. I swallowed it all.



    



    Heo Seong, having fully inserted his own into Choi Hong-seo's insides, paused for a moment to enjoy the bursting pressure and heat on his member. Unlike the rough intrusion, the tongue that smoothly left the mouth traced over the lips and murmured in a hoarse voice.



    



    "At times like this."



    



    "......"



    



    "I love it when you act like this."



    



    As he had declared he wouldn't do it violently, he moved steadily at a constant speed and intensity the whole time. Like shy young lovers who are still not accustomed to sex, he covered his lower body with a blanket and moved his hips while sweating profusely.



    



    That relentless and persistent penetration drove Choi Hong-seo to madness in another direction. Because of the insertion that continuously prodded the thoroughly loosened belly, the entire lower body was being thoroughly soaked in sexual pleasure, every nook and cranny, every wrinkle of the inner wall, without exception.
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    It felt more comfortable for it to boil over at a rapid pace. Every time he crushed the flesh of his buttocks and thrust deep into his abdomen, a strong stimulation was also applied to Choi Hong-seo's genitals trapped between the sheets and his lower abdomen. I wondered if his penis, deeply thrusting from behind and splitting my belly, was touching my own. It was as if the front and back were connected, and I was unbearably intensely aroused.



    



    "Please..." Please, sir... Huh... I, I, sob, it really doesn't hurt..."Ugh..."



    



    I wanted to be pushed. Moving so shallowly and gently, as if pouring kisses into my belly, don't melt me... I felt like I would start begging for you to thrust roughly and wildly, to the point where your glans would leave marks on my lungs and stomach.



    



    Turning her head, she licked and sucked his chin and lips with a longing expression, while Choi Hong-seo struggled with her propped-up calves.



    



    "This, if I do it like this..." Huh, ugh, it really seems like it's going to get weird... Ugh, yeah... Huh, huh..."



    



    He slipped his arm under Choi Hong-seo's chest and held him tightly. Even lifting his head was exhausting, so he collapsed onto the pillow, kissed the side of Choi Hong-seo's face, and let out his ragged breath as he thrust his hips.



    



    "Wiping Hongseo's body with a towel and changing her clothes..." Do you know how I felt?



    



    "Haah, sob..." Heh."



    



    "I kept getting hard."



    



    "Heehee, yeah..." Hmmm, hmmm...



    



    Lee Haesung continued to shake his waist, sending a constant tingling sensation to Choi Hongseo's lower body even while speaking.



    



    "It's not because I saw you naked."



    



    "Ugh, huh..." Huh.”



    



    Whether it was his intention to delay Choi Hong-seo's climax, he slowed down the pace of his thrusts and continued the story. In fact, it was effective; while looking at his face and wondering about the next story, Choi Hong-seo could somewhat free himself from the overwhelming sense of urgency that had risen to his chin.



    



    However, apart from that, the confession that he had been aroused the entire time while they kindly changed his clothes and wiped his sweaty body as he slept was inescapably stimulating to the mind. Like a boy listening to a dirty story, I couldn't help but focus on his lips.



    



    "While leaving everything to me and watching the defenseless Hongseo sprawled in my arms..." The front is getting heavier and heavier.



    



    "Ugh!"



    



    For a moment, he tightened his grip around his waist and plunged in forcefully. Choi Hong-seo gasped and unconsciously lifted his head. Both buttocks stiffened, and I unconsciously tightened around his penis.



    



    Enduring the pressure, he began to rub the insides vigorously and quickly, just as Choi Hong-seo had wished.



    



    "Even if it hurts, I wish you would stay like that, as Hongseo." Even for a moment, thinking like that... Hoo... That's just weird.



    



    "Haak, huff!" Ugh, sob!



    



    "Hongseon isn't strange."



    



    "Go..." Gah! It feels like I'm going to, huh! Sniff, ugh!



    



    Receiving a penis with my buttocks and feeling pleasure was a first experience with him, but at the same time, the climax I tasted with the penis was hard to handle. It was like a very large teddy bear that couldn't be fully embraced even with both arms spread wide.



    



    Waving her powerless, heat-affected arms behind her, Choi Hong-seo instinctively struggled to escape from him. However, of course, the escape from the overwhelming pleasure could not succeed. Lee Hae-seong grabbed both sides of Choi Hong-seo, who was trying to crawl up, and pushed him down.



    



    "Just go." What's so scary about going?



    



    With a voice that seemed to have honey seeping through the husky, scratched gaps, it felt as if my hearing was being caressed by him.



    



    One of his hands, which had been gently pressing on the waist, moved down to the lower abdomen and placed his palm under Choi Hong-seo's genitals. He didn't grip it. It was as if he was just placing the penis on his palm, supporting it underneath.



    



    "Huff, gasp..." Huh... Huh, yeah! Huh!”



    



    "Look at me, Hongseo." You have to make eye contact with me. "Okay?"



    



    The low, sweaty laughter and the fact that the place she was rubbing against was not the sheet but his palm, pushed Choi Hong-seo to climax. Looking into his eyes, she completely lost her reason and moaned to her heart’s content. Even with her body that was heavy from the heat, she lifted her hips to draw out more pleasure and swallow his penis all the way to the root.



    



    Twisting my upper body as if there were ticklish feathers inside my clothes, I leaned in and pressed my lips against his. With a face tightly scrunched up from increasing the speed of her hips, she pressed her lips against his, laughing as if to say he couldn't resist.



    



    "Umm..." Hmm...



    



    Savoring the plush fullness of the lips to the fullest, sucking on the thick lower lip and scraping the tender inner mucosa with his teeth, he too released thick, rich semen deep inside Choi Hong-seo several times. Even during that time, the training of inserting and withdrawing his penis into his lover's anus, who was still trembling from the aftershocks of climax, showed no signs of stopping. He wasn't the type to hesitate in front of pleasure.



    



    Squish squish squish. Slap, slap, slap. Through the damp skin, he felt the semen he and his partner had spilled seeping in. It felt as if the entire area around the waist, centered on the point of connection, had turned to liquid.



    



    They kissed for a long time while completely intertwined, lying on their stomachs, slowly rubbing their bodies together, deeply immersed in the afterglow of their climax. The sensation of his semen filling her belly and his penis buried deep within her constantly ignited sexual pleasure within Choi Hong-seo's body.



    



    Even until he pulled his penis out of Choi Hong-seo's body, their bodies did not cool down. The sensation of the large, thick flesh that had tightly blocked the opening below, slowly pulling away from the inner walls, was vividly thrilling. When the prominent ridge of the glans finally slipped out of the anal entrance, I felt the stretched hole unable to fully close and shrink loosely. Choi Hong-seo hugged the pillow tightly while lying face down. It was a relief that there was a blanket underneath.



    



    "Come here." "Let's have a little drink of water."



    



    As I lifted the blanket, the rich scent of a man enveloped my senses. It wasn't a pungent stench that assaulted the nose, but a subtle, aphrodisiac-like scent that made the body warm up.



    



    He straightened up the collapsed Choi Hong-seo and held him in his arms. Then he brought the mouth of the water bottle to his lips, took a few sips, and fed him the water along with a kiss. He wasn't rushing, but it was still difficult to drink the water. A stream of water flowed down the side of his lips.



    



    "Umm, hmm..." Hmph...



    



    After repeating this a couple of times and feeding him more, he drank all the remaining water and then threw the empty bottle on the floor. Then, he propped up the pillow and gently laid Choi Hong-seo's upper body on it. Meanwhile, the tip of his still-living penis dangled and brushed against various parts of Choi Hong-seo's body. Each time, Choi Hong-seo's entire body would twitch.



    



    I once thought about wanting to rub his essence all over my body someday. Not as a perversion, but because I want all of him. With all of him, wanting to have sex in all of her places. That was all.



    



    With no strength to even lift a finger, Choi Hong-seo drank whatever was given to him and slumped wherever he was seated. Looking at him, the man wiped the water that had flowed down his mouth with the back of his hand.



    



    The gaze that swept over the t-shirt, now a mess of spilled water, semen, and sweat, was intense. The hem of the T-shirt was barely covering his genitals. He licked his lips as if savoring something, then sat closely between Choi Hong-seo's legs.



    



    "Hmm..."



    



    As his still swollen member filled the already overly sensitive groin, Choi Hong-seo closed his eyes and moaned.



    



    I couldn't hear any sound from the middle, so I thought the rain had stopped, but it wasn't the case at all. The sound of the rain tapping on the window was still there. The fact that they were so engrossed in sex was astonishing.



    



    I opened my eyes and looked up at him.



    



    "Name..."



    



    "Huh?"



    



    He was propping himself on the mat with both armpits, slowly moving his waist without inserting, rubbing his genitals against the pubic area, when he lifted his eyes and looked over here.



    



    "I want to try calling your name." Uncle's name.



    



    "......"



    



    His cheeks and lips twitched as if he had heard something harsh. No, it wasn't that; it looked like he had received a touching proposal at an unexpected moment. Unlike him, his lips, which had struggled to form words for a while, soon broke into a gentle smile.



    



    "If you want to do it, you should." No matter what Hongseo calls me, I think I'll be fine with it.



    



    He kept rubbing his genitals against the area below the testicles, where the legs spread, adding a bit of mischief to his smile.



    



    "Whether it's the carrot seller, the uncle, Mr. Lee Hae-sung, or Hyung Hae-sung..." Yourself...



    



    His lower body was gently open enough to immediately accept his erect and firm penis. Feeling the bottom that was twitching with desire for him, I placed my hand on the broad chest in front of me.



    



    "Haesung... Mr.?”



    



    After calling him like that, he couldn't overcome his own awkwardness and embarrassment and let out a small laugh. As she pushed his chest away and averted her gaze, he grabbed Choi Hong-seo's waist and pressed down tightly.



    



    "Heh..." Ugh!



    



    "Why avoid it?" I'm fine, though?



    



    "......"



    



    "Try harder."



    



    As if he had inserted it, he kept shaking his tightly pressed lower body. The sensation of the bulging penis felt against his groin made Choi Hong-seo instantly thirsty again.



    



    Holding onto his arms that were braced like pillars, I called his name. I wanted to call him by his own name, not with a title like "uncle."



    



    "Ha... Haesung." Mr. Haeseong. Hyung Haesung.



    



    "I didn't know all this time..."



    



    "......"



    



    "My name is lewd." Very naughty.



    



    I interlocked my fingers on the back of his neck, which was sweaty, as I moved up from his upper arm and deltoid, against his shoulder. And then pulled down and hugged tightly. While stroking his bumpy back broadly, I wrapped my legs around his waist. I pressed my lips to his warm ear and called out to him once more. His name.



    



    "Haesung..."



    



    "Yes, Mr. Hongseo."



    



    "Tomorrow, even if I'm fully recovered, I won't be able to practice..." Inside Haesung's... Scratch it all.



    



    In my hand, his back muscles stiffened rigidly. I hugged him tighter without caring. I tightened my grip around his waist with my heels and the insides of my thighs.



    



    "Even if I can't do it for a long time, still..." As if they were inside me."



    



    "......"



    



    "I'm weird too." Right?



    



    This time, he didn't hold back. He thrust his still-erect member deep into Choi Hong-seo in one go. Holding onto Choi Hong-seo's warm body tightly, I lay on top of him, panting like a beast.



    



    He bent Choi Hong-seo's legs and placed her calves on his shoulders. As the lower body lifted, the point of penetration faced upwards. If someone were watching from behind, it was a position where the glistening penis of Lee Hae-seong would be fully visible as it moved in and out of Choi Hong-seo's anus.



    



    From the inside out, the organ that seemed to burst the intestines, creaking and pressing, felt like it was drawing a different color over the uncomfortable relationships that Choi Hong-seo had to endure.



    



    They were all fake. It was a ruined painting. Forget it. He was engraving only the sex with himself into Choi Hong-seo's body and memory.



    



    Ihaeseong called himself strange, but Choi Hongseok didn't dislike the possessiveness he showed.



    



    Whether it was kidnapping or confinement, whether it was forcing retirement or wanting something beyond that, I would never consider him strange. Even if he no longer treats me kindly, even if his affection turns into a dark obsession, I will willingly comply if he desires it.



    



    Above all, Choi Hong-seo seemed to know.



    



    Why did the exemplary third-generation chaebol, Lee Hae-sung, develop such dark greed... Why did he come to feel an unquenchable thirst within himself?



    



    It seemed that it was probably due to the darkness within Choi Hong-seo himself.



    



    Because there are dark, solid clumps of blackness inside me that I can't spit out or dilute. I couldn't tell him about that darkness, so in the end, I ended up keeping a secret from him.



    



    Who could feel at ease with a lover who has secrets? So, even if he harbored some dark desires within him, it wasn't his fault.



    



    He called Choi Hong-seo a small sun that shines on its own, but to Choi Hong-seo, Lee Hae-seong was the true sun. Receiving abundant sunlight, her soft petals naturally unfurled, and before she knew it, she was blindly in love with him. Because he was the first person to teach me about love since my birth.



    



    Looking at him, inhaling his scent, listening to his voice, I held all of him within me. For a long time, even if I can't see him for a very long time, still... To remember and love him enough.



    



    The rain did not stop all night.
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    That day, Lee Hae-sung's shower time was longer than usual.



    



    The foam from the shower gel had long since washed away, yet I stood under the water stream for a long time. Because I had my head down, the water pouring from above didn't cover my eyes but flowed along my jawline and fell from my chin.



    



    I stared for a long time at the flow of water running towards the drain, having completely washed away all traces of the affair with Choi Hong-seo from my body.



    



    It felt as if the sensation still lingered on the genitals that had been immersed in the lover's body for three or four hours. That heat, the suction that felt like some mouth was pulling from inside, the secretive mystery of the insides clinging tightly to the walls of the penis as they writhed and twisted... The pleasure I reached by rubbing my genitals against all of that still lingered, feeling heavy around my lower back and groin.



    



    Moreover, I had never felt my partner to be this lovable.



    



    I couldn't focus on my work because of a mere cold. Instead of saying to take the medicine, rest well, and meet when feeling better, he went directly with porridge. No matter how much Choi Hong-seo thought well of him, he had never been the type to date so affectionately and devotedly until now.



    



    It was even less of a person who sought dark satisfaction by fulfilling their possessiveness while looking at someone leaning on them with a heavy body soaked in heat. It was burdensome to monopolize someone, and it was an environment where one couldn't be monopolized either.



    



    But why is it different for Choi Hong-seo?



    



    Whether on stage, in a drama, or in her private life... Each of Choi Hong-seo's gestures felt like a desperate cry, given their utmost effort. There was no half-heartedness; only sincerity and genuine effort filled the air. It was a desperation that surpassed even the average effort. The struggle to be loved by throwing my whole body into it held not only my gaze but also my heart.



    



    I could trust what Choi Hong-seo said. The blind gaze of affection directed at me, the cautiousness of only revealing a corner for fear of being caught in that blindness, and yet the clumsiness that makes it all so visible on this side... Everything about you was endearingly perfect. Lee Haesung himself even acknowledged that he was a fool.



    



    Hee-seong was replaying each and every reaction shown by that precious lover in his mind over and over again.



    



    Haesung... Mr./Ms.?



    



    Just recalling the moment when I called out his name for the first time and then shyly avoided his gaze made me feel like I could get aroused.



    



    Tomorrow, even if I fully recover, I won't be able to practice... With Haesung's... Scratch it all for me.



    



    Even if I can't do it for a long time, still... As if he is inside me.



    



    Hmm... Ihaeseong took a deep breath, puffing up his broad, thick shoulders and then slowly letting them drop. He glanced down at the heavy object in his view and brushed over it a couple of times. It was a touch as if trying to calm an agitated beast.



    



    I know that twenty-seven is not a very young age. It's also true that I've passed the age when people would normally call me a 'baby.'



    



    But to Lee Hae-sung, Choi Hong-seo was not a twenty-seven-year-old young man, but a twelve-year-younger lover. Even if that kid turned thirty, or forty, they would forever be twelve years younger than him, and in his eyes, they would always be the 'baby' he wanted to indulge in every whim.



    



    A baby who wishes to dream without knowing anything about the filth of the world and the stench that comes from it.



    



    Even though it was impossible until now, at least I hoped that Choi Hong-seo would live like that in the future. That was the best he could do for her.



    



    A moment later, Lee Hae-sung shook his head vigorously as if to shake off a bad premonition and lifted his chin. After brushing his hair back and closing his eyes, he finished his shower, washing his entire body one last time.



    



    As usual, I avoided the moisture and quickly left the bathroom. After drying off on the rug at the bathroom entrance, I chose to wear a robe instead of just wrapping myself in a towel. After all, it was a private space, and the indoors were warm enough. Without fastening the front of his gown, Lee Hae-seong passed through the powder room and headed to the dressing room. Before drying her hair, she went to find some whiskey.



    



    Sitting in the armchair on one side of the powder room, Lee Hae-sung stretched his legs out long over the ottoman and crossed his bony ankles over each other. Then, while staring at a certain point, he was lost in thought until he had emptied more than half of the whiskey on the rocks.



    



    And finally, as if having made up his mind, he found the intercom on the table next to the sofa.



    



    Director Kang was soon connected over the speakerphone.



    



    "Director Kang."



    



    After spending the night at Choi Hong-seo's place, Lee Hae-seong's voice was hoarse when he returned home. He lowered his legs from the ottoman, bent his upper body, rested his elbows on his thighs, and rubbed his face with his large palm.



    



    "Please assign someone to Hongseo."



    



    It was a languid voice without any variation in tone.



    



    "Last time, it seems enough just to keep an eye on things from a distance to make sure no pests like President Jo come around." Even if something bad happens, I'm worried because he's not the kind of kid who would tell me.



    



    In response to Director Kang's answer, Lee Hae-seong shook his head this time.



    



    "No." No, there's nothing else you need to investigate.



    



    Because I couldn't get any sleep due to the all-night affair, I ran my fingers over my roughened face and rubbed the unshaven area under my chin.



    



    "If there are parts you still don't want to talk about, I don't want to dig into them." Such things... Even if it takes time, we should hear it directly from Hongseo. Yes... So, for now, it's enough to just keep an eye on things to see if any unpleasant incidents occur in the future.



    



    With the hand that had been stroking the stubbly beard, he propped his chin and carefully finished.



    



    "After this overseas business trip to Hongseo, we'll start moving from then on..." Please select someone trustworthy.



    



    After finishing the call, Lee Haesung placed his legs back on the ottoman and picked up the Ontherox. As the gown flowed down under the sofa and spread wide, the muscular, strong legs were fully revealed. Due to the crossed ankles, a dark penis lay long on the contact surface of the thighs pressed against each other. Without even thinking of adjusting his robe, Lee Hae-sung silently finished the remaining alcohol.



    



    "When I do it..." You might not feel it well.



    



    Before their first encounter, Choi Hong-seo had clearly said that. I was a bit surprised to hear that, but just as I had told Choi Hong-seo, the sensation itself wasn't important. "I might not feel it well," I guessed, but judging by Choi Hong-seo's expression and tone at that time, he seemed completely convinced of his own insensitivity.



    



    But compared to the fact that I mustered all my courage to confess like that because I didn't want to disappoint him, he was very sensitive from the very beginning.



    



    Even during our first encounter, I simply accepted his understanding. I hadn't felt it with previous partners, but with me, it's different. Thinking that way, I even secretly rejoiced without Choi Hong-seo knowing.



    



    However, after the second relationship, some questions remained.



    



    Judging that one doesn't feel oneself well, after all, meant that one had experience. If there was no experience, that would have been an even more unnatural age. But even though I had sexual experience, and thus came to understand that I wasn't very good at feeling myself based on that experience... Compared to that, Choi Hong-seo, who had experienced it, was rather sensitive and felt things excessively well.



    



    It's just that they didn't love me as much as I did... The techniques of my previous boyfriends were terrible... If it's not for such a comforting reason? Can a person's sexual sensitivity really differ that much for such a reason? The difference between insensitivity and sensitivity?



    



    Just in case, even if it's just a remote possibility... If you had to sleep with someone you didn't want to, or if you had a traumatic experience that left you with a phobia about sexual relations?



    



    Thud.



    



    In the space that was so quiet it was almost eerie, Heeseong set the cup down on the table, creating a jarring noise.



    



    It will be a false worry.



    



    I'm quite the fool when it comes to Hongseo, feeling jealous of fans who openly shout about wanting to marry him and disapproving of those who gaze at him on stage with dreamy, ecstatic faces. It's probably just unnecessary worry because of overprotection.



    



    Even if there was some past, there would never be a chance to see Choi Hong-seo again because of that incident. No matter what past there was, the aspects of Choi Hong-seo that he loved could not simply be erased. I just hoped that I could at least prevent any unpleasant things that might happen in the future.



    



    Having emptied his cup, Lee Hae-seong stood up from the sofa, stuffing his hands into the pockets of his robe. When Iheseong left the 'Layered' dormitory and lay down on his bed, the purple sky outside the blackout curtains was slowly brightening. Due to the still-pouring rain, it was darker outside than usual. Morning was approaching very slowly.



    



    Please provide the text you would like to have translated.



    



    The new single by 'Layered' received a good response.



    



    They broke all their previous records in terms of album pre-orders and rankings on music charts. They are now in high demand for both broadcasts and events.



    



    I was also invited as the main guest to the first TV advertisement unveiling event of Knox Hotel & Resort, held at Knox Hotel Seoul, a member of the Hanseo Group. I had previously been on stage at events held at Knox Hotel, but the treatment was completely different this time.



    



    But above all, the change that made Choi Hong-seo tremble was the audience.



    



    It was distinctly different from the past, where the atmosphere was often lifted for the major stars coming up next. All the audience's phones were focused on "Layered" on stage, and not only the new songs but also the previous ones could be heard in the so-called sing-along. The fact that such a thing was possible even though it wasn't a venue exclusively for 'Layered' fans was particularly special to Choi Hong-seo.



    



    The moment of connecting with the audience felt like another reward for the past, comparable to being number one on music shows or music charts. While singing an older song with a calm melody compared to the new song, the audience followed along, waving their lit-up phones from side to side. Looking at the lights swaying back and forth, Choi Hong-seo thought of the phrase "Even if I die, I have no regrets" instead of "After hardship comes happiness."



    



    If I could take this feeling of being compensated for the past as a signal flare towards a bright future, it would be wonderful, but the situation was not that smooth.



    



    "Everyone worked hard." Nox has prepared lunch boxes in the waiting room, so let's take a short break and then head to the airport.



    



    As soon as they came off stage, the manager guided the members without giving them a moment to spare. One of the changes was that a senior manager had been almost always accompanying "Layered" on their schedule since recently.



    



    "Aren't we leaving right away?"



    



    "You don't have to do it right away." "Take a little break, change clothes here if you want, and wash your face if you need to."



    



    "What about the clothes?" Is there no separate sponsorship for airport fashion? Are you wearing the clothes you brought?



    



    Wiping away sweat and bombarded with a barrage of questions from the members, a familiar face suddenly caught my eye between their shoulders. Unlike on stage, where he had been expressionless and sweating profusely, Choi Hong-seo's face suddenly lit up. Jung Ji-in, who discovered such a scene, also smiled back.



    



    "Uh?" Jini! Hello! Bro, I saw the ad!



    



    "You looked just like a real prince!" I thought you were Nox's son!



    



    After the other members who found Jeong Ji-in exchanged a loud round of greetings, they moved to the waiting room first, and only then could Choi Hong-seo and Jeong Ji-in move to a less crowded part of the hallway to talk.



    



    "Maybe because I was sick, I've lost more weight."



    



    "I did it on purpose." Success in dieting.



    



    "Do I really have to go this far?"



    



    "They said you look even prettier now, right?"



    



    "...... that person?"That person?



    



    "No, the fans."



    



    Since they had consulted over the phone several times, Jeong Ji-in also knew that Choi Hong-seo was struggling with relationship issues. I still haven't revealed that the object of that concern is Lee Hae-sung.



    



    Just by saying "that person," without even specifying who it was, Choi Hong-seo's face turned red. With a slight laugh, she nudged Jeong Ji-in's shoulder and took a few more sips of the bottled water she was holding.
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    "Nothing's wrong, right?" I don't know why I can't find time to talk to you for a long time.



    



    "Yeah, it seems like someone is deliberately trying to interfere."



    



    Choi Hong-seo deliberately added more playfulness, avoiding Jung Ji-in's gaze.



    



    "There's no helping it." Both you and I, it's the busiest time since our debut.



    



    "Yeah..." That's a good thing...



    



    The worried gaze of Jung Ji-in, who was examining the elaborate makeup and outfit, and the tired dark circles and unusually thin body hidden beneath them, was palpable. But of course, Choi Hong-seo had no choice but to ignore that kind concern.



    



    "You're achieving everything you wanted one by one." Please, just don't look at the comments. Huh?



    



    In response to the concern of knowing him too well, Choi Hong-seo smiled and nodded. Tilting his gaze slightly, Choi Hong-seo, who had been nodding slowly, suddenly changed his tone and called out Jeong Ji-in with a firm voice.



    



    "Hyung."



    



    "......"



    



    "Because of my single promotion, I'll be focusing on overseas schedules for the time being." I won't be able to come back to the country often. Even if you do, it would just be a brief stop, right?



    



    "I saw an article saying the song is getting a good response overseas too."



    



    "Even though I'm busy with the drama, you still take care of things like that for me." As expected, there's no one like you, hyung.



    



    Should I at least confide in Jeong Ji-in? Should I just spill everything and consult?



    



    It's not that I haven't thought about it.



    



    If my older brother, who has learned more than I have and received a better education in a more excellent environment than I did... Wouldn't he be able to give me such wise answers that a fool like me couldn't even think of?



    



    But asking someone for help was something only those who had experienced it could do. Even though I could share it calmly with Hyunsoo, who is in a similar situation, I couldn't bring myself to speak to someone who would be burdened by my situation. That was too... It felt like an shameless act.



    



    “Layered came to the advertising event that my brother shot and performed as guests. It’s something that I couldn’t have imagined even a few months ago. Right?”



    



    They had to wring their guts out to smile as if they were happy that both of them were doing well. Even though their new single was doing so well, they couldn't tell anyone, not even Lee Hae-seong or Jeong Ji-in, the real reason why their overseas schedules were the main focus for the time being.



    



    Jung Ji-in also nodded and smiled back. I was always grateful and comfortable with Jung Ji-in because she never delved into things I didn’t say first, and yet treated me with the same attitude. That was the case up until that moment.



    



    I wanted to say something more, but I realized that I had nothing more to say. I couldn't look Jeong Ji-in in the eye, and my gaze kept looking down heavily.



    



    “Hongseo, wait in the parking lot.”



    



    The manager who was waiting a few steps away turned around and urged me on. I had a brief appointment with Lee Hae-seong before going to the airport. It was the last chance to see him before leaving the country.



    



    “Sorry, bro. I think I have to go.”



    



    “Oh, okay...”



    



    Jeong Ji-in also nodded with a regretful expression.



    



    As he turned the corner of the hallway to meet Lee Hae-seong, Choi Hong-seo looked back at Jeong Ji-in one last time. Jeong Ji-in, who had been standing still without leaving her seat, smiled and raised her hand. The person who always smiled comfortably in the same spot. It was the same Jeong Ji-in that Choi Hong-seo knew. It was fortunate. Before completely disappearing around the corner, Choi Hong-seo smiled brightly at Jeong Ji-in for a moment.



    



    But that smile soon faded after only a few steps.



    



    The manager, who was walking ahead of them through the winding hallway, turned around and handed his cell phone to Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “Call the boss.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo answered the phone with a face as pale as lead.



    



    "...yes."



    



    [Why are you still at the venue? Don't you know the vice president is waiting for you?]



    



    A nervous voice was scratching at my insides from the start.



    



    “My friend had a brief conversation with my older brother.”



    



    [Is it a problem now?



    



    On the day the new single was released, Lee Seo-kyung sent a bouquet of flowers to Myung Do-hoon at the UB office. The bouquet, which looked quite expensive and luxurious to the point of being extravagant, contained two photos in a card envelope without any message or even the sender's name.



    



    It was a photo of Choi Hong-seo's face cut out from 'that day' and a photo of Myung Do-hoon's profile on his way to work at the host bar he was working at at the time. In other words, it was like a warning letter sent by Lee Seo-kyung.



    



    [Can't you figure out the situation? Your head is a flower garden, you idiot? Who dares make someone wait for you?]



    



    Myung Do-hoon, who had been trying to please Choi Hong-seo for a while because he was 'pretty' to Lee Hae-seong, started venting his anger again, calling out this bastard and that bastard. That's how anxious he became under the pressure from Lee Seo-kyung.



    



    Even though Choi Hong-seo didn't react at all, Myung Do-hoon, who had been getting worked up on the phone, took a deep breath and calmed down his emotions.



    



    [I looked into it as much as I could... That human, Lee Hae-seong, is a rare breed among rare breeds. He's a guy who has no interest in hanging out with celebrities. Well, I don't know if he likes professionals, or if he collects regular people as a hobby, or if he has a stewardess fetish like some other person... But no matter how much I search, I can't find any smell of him playing with girls who've sold their faces.]



    



    Myung Do-hoon, who had been talking up to that point, snorted bitterly. On the contrary, Choi Hong-seo's eyes were filled with murder as he heard Myung Do-hoon use dirty expressions to describe his understanding.



    



    [Fortunately for us, damn it. He's not even interested in that kind of information, so there's no way he'd have heard about you from anyone.]



    



    “......”



    



    [Listen carefully. Choi Hong-seo. So, the vice president... likes pure and refreshing 'layered' persimmons. Huh? He wants to see the image of you that he saw on TV. Smile brightly, and go with a basic innocent concept, but with a little sexiness. Huh?]



    



    “......”



    



    [If the vice president finds out now that you're a body that's been rolling around here and there, it'll all go down the drain.]



    



    “You have to speak properly. It’s not a body that rolls, but a body that was rolled.”



    



    Yes, I know that the picture is not the time to do it.



    



    Myung Do-hoon, who was feeling feverish again, took a break to catch his breath.



    



    [He must be impatient because he has to leave you when you are so pretty. He is not immune to this kind of play, so he must be having a hard time. Then, try pulling him in to see you for a moment. He would adjust his busy schedule and get on a plane to see your face? If he got that far, he must be practically blind.]



    



    I could hear the sound of someone putting a cigarette in their mouth and lighting it over the phone.



    



    [While you're out of the country, I'll be flirting with the other new faces... You, huh? In the meantime, you just have to make sure the Vice President doesn't come to his senses. Huh?]



    



    Myung Do-hoon spoke with a slurred voice, having a cigarette between his lips.



    



    [Those photos, even if they fall into Hae-sung’s hands, I want you to make Hae-sung believe you, not those photos. She was forced into it by Seo-kyung Lee, and she was dragged around by threats. Please punish Seo-kyung Lee, Vice President... Make her believe even those words!]



    



    I was raped horribly by Lee Seo-kyung, and even though I was the victim, that rape experience became an excuse for Lee Seo-kyung to blackmail me. Even though I knew it was a vicious cycle, I couldn't help but follow Lee Seo-kyung and Myeong Do-hoon's demands. - That was the truth of the incident. Nevertheless, Myeong Do-hoon kept talking as if it was a made-up story and that he had to convince Lee Hae-seong to believe the lie as the truth.



    



    [To us, understanding is a rope from heaven. Do you understand? Even if it's a rotten rope, we have no choice but to hang on to it. Choi Hong-seo has been around for a few years, so it's not like it's a big deal for that fucking idiot to grab one dick. Right?]



    



    Choi Hong-seo laughed silently as he heard the sound of people forcing themselves to laugh to shake off their fear.



    



    “I’m at the parking lot. I’ll hang up.”



    



    I could hear Myung Do-hoon swearing at Choi Hong-seo's attitude, but I ignored him and ended the call. Up until now, I had been living off Lee Seo-kyung's parasites and getting paid for her bean curds, but as soon as a stronger host like Lee Hae-seong appeared, Myung Do-hoon's attitude of trying to shed the label of pimp and switch ships made me sick.



    



    If things go the way Myung Do-hoon wants, Lee Hae-seong will be used by Myung Do-hoon without even knowing it. He couldn't let that happen. He couldn't get involved in that.



    



    Choi Hong-seo shook his head three or four times to shake off the anger toward Myung Do-hoon. He walked briskly toward the manager, clutching the phone tightly, and handed it over.



    



    Understanding was waiting in the sprinter of 'Layered'. He didn't even ask to be left alone, but the director opened the car door for Choi Hong-seo, as if he had received some order from Myeong Do-hoon, and after looking around, disappeared into another vehicle owned by UB that was parked a few spaces away.



    



    I thought he would be in the second row right in front of the door, but the seat was empty. Choi Hong-seo straightened his back and looked around the car.



    



    Lee Hae-seong was sitting in the corner of the fourth row, looking at me and smiling. Judging from the way he was sitting with his buttocks sticking out and his waist low, it was clear that he was hiding his body on purpose. His expression, trying to hide his laughter while being happy, looked like a mischievous boy.



    



    Without even having to try to vent his anger, Choi Hong-seo's expression softened as soon as he saw him.



    



    “This is the only seat where we can sit together.”



    



    Explaining why he chose the back seat, he stood up and pulled Choi Hong-seo’s wrist. He sat Choi Hong-seo down on the window seat where he had been sitting, and then plopped down on the seat next to him. Using his body to keep pushing Choi Hong-seo towards the window, he looked unusually happy.



    



    “So this is what it’s like to date an idol. I’m not the type to enjoy thrills, but it’s pretty… thrilling.”



    



    “I’m sorry. Did you keep me waiting for a long time?”



    



    “Rendezvous 9) .”



    



    “......”



    



    “It’s a secret meeting. It’s romantic, isn’t it?”



    



    He seemed more playful than usual, and somewhat excited. He didn't say why, but just kept pushing his body, trying to hold back laughter, which made me curious.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who was pressed between his left shoulder and the car window, placed his hand on his left arm that was folded over his chest.



    



    “Why is that?”



    



    "what?"



    



    “You don’t say anything... you just keep smiling.”
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    “Why is that?”



    



    "what?"



    



    “You don’t say anything... you just keep smiling.”



    



    Still, he looked over his shoulder at Choi Hong-seo, as if he had no intention of telling him the reason, and pretended not to hear anything.



    



    “It’s been a while. Idol Hongseo.”



    



    In the gaze looking from under his drooping eyelids, warmth and heat, warmth of the heart and passion of the body coexisted. Choi Hong-seo also felt dry mouthed as he snickered at his earnestness in deliberately using formal language.



    



    Choi Hong-seo looked down at his shoulder, carelessly touching his face, which was heavily made up for the stage.



    



    “I was in a hurry to leave so I couldn’t even wash off my makeup...”



    



    “If there’s an event like this in the future, please tell me again. Places like music show venues… I guess it’s a bit too much for me to visit.”



    



    "why."



    



    “Showing up in places where young people enjoy themselves, stealing the main character’s spot, making people nervous… You’re like some tactless rich guy, that kind of thing.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo laughed at the carefree tone.



    



    While he clearly acknowledged that he would become the main character as soon as he appeared, I could tell that he did not like such attention.



    



    “You came to the music video filming set last time, right?”



    



    “So I just stayed outside the studio. I couldn’t even watch the filming. We had a quick meeting in the car… that’s all.”



    



    He narrowed his eyes as he paused for a moment on the word secret meeting. It was clear that he was recalling the secret meeting back then.



    



    They had a very long kiss in the backseat of his sedan. It was such a long and passionate kiss that Choi Hong-seo's lip makeup smudged and faded after the kiss. The kiss that started while sitting next to each other became more and more intense. Without saying who would start, Choi Hong-seo rubbed her thigh on his thigh, and Lee Hae-seong pulled her thigh over his lap. They faced each other, hugged each other, and hurriedly kissed.



    



    While rubbing their touching lower bodies in a lewd manner, they entangled and rubbed their wriggling tongues, overlapped their turned lips, and sucked their mucous membranes. At that moment, their lips and tongues felt like genitals that only felt sexual sensation. It was a kiss that was like a miniature version of sex, a kiss that was more than sex.



    



    Just thinking about that time made his back ache. Choi Hong-seo, who had been absentmindedly lost in his memories while holding onto the sleeve of his suit, came back to his senses when a hand touched his lips.



    



    “What were you thinking that made your face turn red?”



    



    “No, it’s just a little hot.”



    



    He stared at Choi Hong-seo, who was fanning himself, and smiled as if he had been fooled.



    



    “I asked why you kept laughing.”



    



    Only then did he feel like telling her the real reason, and he straightened up his body that had been leaning toward Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “This is the first time I’ve seen Hongseo on stage in person since I became her boyfriend. Actually, I...”



    



    He smiled awkwardly and tilted his head deeply. Warm lips touched my ear, and I felt his lips being pulled in deeper with a smile. A voice with the volume lowered whispered only to Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “I was so shocked while watching the stage.”



    



    “......”



    



    Even though I heard the reason, I couldn't say anything. I couldn't avert my eyes. My face only got redder.



    



    “At first, the dance seemed a bit wild... and I didn’t feel good because people liked Hongseo too much. But then I thought about it, no matter how much they loved and wanted Hongseo, I was the boyfriend anyway, right?”



    



    While explaining the reason for the perhaps perverted phenomenon of getting an erection while looking at Choi Hong-seo on stage, he did not feel embarrassed at all. He seemed calm and composed, and even a little proud.



    



    Hae-seong Lee's right hand grabbed Hong-seo Choi's left hand and interlocked their fingers. He pulled the hand he was holding and buried his lips in the back of Hong-seo Choi's hand, and continued talking.



    



    “I couldn’t stand the thought of my boyfriend being that cool, talented, and sparkly… that superstar that everyone wants.”



    



    “Your boyfriend?”



    



    “Why? He’s my boyfriend.”



    



    “I just... find it strange that you use abbreviations like that.”



    



    He still had his lips pressed against the back of Choi Hong-seo's hand, and lightly bit the thin skin covering the back of his hand.



    



    “It’s not Haesung, it’s not you. It’s you again, mister.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been quietly looking at his regretful face, put his right hand behind his waist and hugged him. To get rid of the awkwardness, he buried his forehead in his shoulder and spoke out loud.



    



    “Mr. Haesung.”



    



    If he wanted it, I would do it. Of course. It wasn't that difficult.



    



    “Haesung hyung wants to hear it too.”



    



    “Brother Haesung.”



    



    “Haesung, try it.”



    



    “That’s a bit...”



    



    “If we fight later, I want to hear Hongseo get angry and say, ‘Hey, Lee Hae-seong.’”



    



    His voice sounded happy even as he talked about the possibility of a fight. He raised his head and looked up at him.



    



    “Why are we fighting?”



    



    “Um... maybe Hongseo got mad because I was too obsessed.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo smiled wryly.



    



    “Where are you now? Why can’t I contact you? It’s been two hours since I last sent you a message… Hongseo must have finally exploded because you kept bothering her so much.”



    



    His concrete imagination continued to make Choi Hong-seo laugh.



    



    Choi Hong-seo's arm, which was wrapped around Hae-seong's waist, dug into his suit jacket. Then, he hugged his waist over his shirt. Perhaps it was because they had slept together twice and revealed a much more primitive side to each other. They were able to do such bold skinship that they had not done before.



    



    “I don’t get mad about that. And, sir, you don’t say things like that.”



    



    He smiled happily as he hugged Choi Hong-seo's shoulder, who was squirming inside his jacket. He hugged him tightly like a parent hugs a child.



    



    As if they didn't know what to do because it was so pretty and precious. They just held each other in silence for a while. They did that even though it wasn't a promise.



    



    Choi Hong-seo closed his eyes. He engraved again and again into his memory and instinct the miracle of Lee Hae-seong's shoulders and chest, the strong arms that wrapped around him, and the 'arms of Lee Hae-seong' that were the safest place in the world, a hiding place where no worries or concerns could invade.



    



    In a comfortable silence, Hae-seong Lee buried his lips in Hong-seo Choi's temple and whispered softly.



    



    “I want to do it, but I might just be holding back.”



    



    When Choi Hong-seo lifted his chin and looked up, he smiled as if it was a joke. There was no playfulness in his voice as he spoke. Then, he hugged Choi Hong-seo’s body tighter and changed the subject.



    



    “Ah… I thought I was a little used to sending Hongseo overseas. I guess not. This time, it’s especially hard to break up.”



    



    He grumbled, lowering his head and pressing his chin on Choi Hong-seo’s shoulder. His words about how this breakup was particularly difficult spread like dark ink across Choi Hong-seo’s chest. Without saying anything, he just held onto his shirt tighter.



    



    “Ah... Should I just see you off to the airport?”



    



    “That... cousin, you said you were going to meet that person.”



    



    “I said hello to you briefly a little while ago. Well, I decided to go in and see you again. I heard there was someone I wanted to introduce to you.”



    



    “Then you should go.”



    



    “Yeah, that’s right.”



    



    He said this to himself with a reluctant sigh, patting Choi Hong-seo's shoulder a few times before letting him go. Then he pulled a package from the other side of the seat.



    



    “Instead of me being able to follow Hongseo, this is it.”



    



    At first glance, it looked like a special bag for a camera.



    



    “I’ll have to stay away for a while this time. I thought it would be good to take a picture of what Hongseo is looking at with this.”



    



    He said that DSLR cameras are much easier to handle than manual cameras, and gave a few simple instructions on how to operate them.



    



    “Let’s not share the photos we take with this on Messenger, but rather show them to each other in person when we meet again later. Okay?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded as he turned on the camera and zoomed in on the lens as he had instructed.



    



    “Or, we could have a joint exhibition later.”



    



    “The pictures I take are going to be a mess anyway. I can’t show them to anyone else but you.”



    



    “My photos aren’t that great either. I just take them for my own satisfaction.”



    



    The lens of the camera that Choi Hong-seo was handling suddenly turned towards Lee Hae-seong, and he looked at Choi Hong-seo comfortably without panicking or avoiding it.



    



    “You didn’t forget that I promised you would come to the next exhibition, did you?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded while looking at the LCD screen where his face was captured 'out of focus'.



    



    “Aren’t you really going to tell me when it opens?”



    



    He looked directly at Hae-seong, who was being reassured again, and answered with a smile.



    



    Between LA and Long Beach, California, USA, Hae-sung Lee worked under an alias in a small gallery in a quiet town. It was a small gallery on the outskirts that sold copies of famous works and works by new artists, mainly to the wealthy who wanted to decorate their summer homes in Long Beach.



    



    'It's more like a store than a gallery. Anyone can hold an exhibition, whether they're a neighborhood old man or a seven-year-old, as long as they pay and rent the space. After one or two more exhibitions there, I plan to move the gallery to another city. Then I'll change the name again.'



    



    At first, he only said that he was secretly holding an exhibition under a pseudonym. Choi Hong-seo did not know what that pseudonym was. One day, while talking on the phone almost every day before going to bed and going over various topics, he told me the name of the artist who was holding the exhibition.



    



    Lampas.



    



    He explained that it was a Latin word meaning 'star', or 'comet', but he seemed a little embarrassed for a rare moment, perhaps because he felt the meaning was too grand.



    



    And Choi Hong-seo had promised back then. He knew the gallery, and he knew the artist's name... So he would go to the next exhibition even if Lee Hae-seong didn't tell him. It was a secret between the two of them. He would be there even if they didn't say anything about it. Like a secret. Like a miracle.



    



    Since then, at least once a week, and sometimes three or four times a week, Choi Hong-seo would log onto the gallery’s homepage to check for updated news.



    



    I've imagined it many times.



    



    His exhibition schedule is announced, and I secretly book a plane ticket to match it. Even on the day of the flight, I talk to him about everyday things as I usually do. Talk about the weather, his work schedule, the reaction to the new product announced by ARA, the lyrics of the song Choi Hong-seo is working on...



    



    And then I would board a flight to LA that afternoon, and after an eleven-hour flight, I would arrive at LAX the next morning. The gallery was not too far from the airport, so I could just take a taxi.



    



    On a quiet street with no tall buildings around, a small two-story brick building with dirt was the gallery exhibiting the photos of 'Comet'. Passing the first floor where a stylish old lady with glasses on her nose was manning the counter, I went up the narrow and steep stairs to the second floor where the photos were exhibited. A large window at the far end of the long hall allowed ample sunlight to pour in, illuminating the photos of 'Comet'.



    



    I will spend a very long time there, if possible, until the gallery closes. I will let the world, reflected through the eyes of human understanding, not ARA’s understanding, seep into my eyes and heart.



    



    If by chance the writer's visit coincided with my schedule and I could meet Rampas and 'Comet' in person, that would be great, but even if that didn't happen, I wouldn't have any regrets.



    



    When I return to Seoul, I will tell Haesung, my lover, about my trip to LA to see the exhibition. I will honestly tell him about the awkward feelings I felt while looking at the photos, and show him the coasters, bookmarks, and eco-bags I bought on the first floor of the gallery. I will tell him that I have become a fan of the artist Hyesung.



    



    Just imagining it gave Choi Hong-seo a kind of happiness that no one had ever given him. Surprisingly, such a thing was possible between lovers.
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  After teaching him a few more additional camera functions, Hae-seong Lee started taking pictures of Hong-seo Choi himself, holding the camera as a demonstration. Even though it had been several years since his debut, Hong-seo Choi was nervous in front of his lens like a rookie, and his poses and expressions were stiff.





“Look at this.”





He got up from his seat and took a few shots of Choi Hong-seo, then sat down next to him again and showed me the camera screen. Choi Hong-seo in the screen looked at the lens with a stiff expression, then looked away from the window, and then buried his face in his arm that was holding onto the front seat. Then he peeked out and looked at the camera again, and that was the last time he saw him.





“Isn’t it completely different from the Hongseo in the magazine pictorial?”





He couldn't take his eyes off Choi Hong-seo on the screen.





“His attitude is shy, but his eyes are eager to approach. He looks soft and gentle, but he is also strong enough to capture the viewer’s gaze. He has a provocative side that throws out his emotions in an instant. No one has ever shot Choi Hong-seo like this before.”





“......”





“Because it’s something that only appears in front of me.”





His voice was fresh, as if he were an explorer who had discovered a new continent.





“The same scenery can become a completely different world in a photograph depending on whose eyes it is viewed through. That’s what made me fall in love with photography. I want to share the world that Hongseo sees… Please take a lot of pictures here.”





His face, smiling sweetly while holding up the camera, slowly approached. The moment their noses touched, Choi Hong-seo nodded. Their breaths were intertwined before their lips.





Choi Hong-seo thought as he tilted his head to cover her lips instead of just waiting quietly.





What does the world look like from the perspective of ‘Comet’?





If he had asked to see the photos he had taken, he would have shown them to him without hesitation. However, Choi Hong-seo held back on saying that because he wanted to go to the exhibition and see them for himself.





But now that I think about it, I wonder if it was for nothing. I should have asked him to show me the world he sees.





I don't know when the exhibition will open again, or when I'll be able to go... but somehow I regret it.





As much as I felt regret, I dug into his arms and lips and hung on. I put my hands inside the open hem of his jacket and stroked his muscular chest and firm, fat-free sides. As if I wanted to etch into my sense of touch the warmth of his body temperature and the curves of his body that I could feel through his shirt.





This kiss was soft, like a tongue slurping cream.





It was as sad and cautious as the boys' first kiss. Even the act of putting each other's tongues in their mouths seemed to warmly embrace them.





The time allowed was not long. Hae-seong lifted his tongue and lightly traced the inside of Choi Hong-seo’s upper lip, and as he finished the kiss, he pressed his lips against hers and tried to pull away. Choi Hong-seo’s lips, who had been watching him smile as he moved away, followed suit and covered his lips again.





Lee Hae-seong, who was startled for a moment, hugged Choi Hong-seo tightly by the waist and kissed him passionately. He opened his lips and bit the other person’s lips through the gap between them. Like beasts trying to devour each other with their snouts, he repeatedly bit and let go of his lips. Choi Hong-seo hugged his neck, pushed by the force of the thrust, and Lee Hae-seong supported the weight of the two by placing one hand on the car window behind Choi Hong-seo’s back.





They rubbed their lips together until they were bruised, and they bit hard until their tongues went numb. Even after they pulled their tongues out of each other's mouths, they couldn't let go for a long time, and continued to hug and kiss each other.





Lee Hae-seong's voice was dark as he checked his wristwatch behind Choi Hong-seo's back.





“Ha... I really have to go now.”





When Choi Hong-seo finally pulled his arm away from his opponent's body and looked at his face, he smiled faintly.





"wait a minute."





Then he dug through the front seat pocket, took out a tissue, and carefully wiped the area around his lips.





“The tint has spread...”





He quietly placed his lips on Choi Hong-seo's and looked at him with satisfied eyes from under his languidly drooping eyelids.





“There is an extraordinary pleasure in kissing Hongseo, who is wearing lipstick.”





He returned to his playful polite speech, took out a new tissue, and this time wiped away the stain on Choi Hong-seo's mouth.





“It’s really sexy that the marks left by your kissing movements are so sexy.”





He pressed his lips hard once more, as if reviving the scent where the traces of the kiss had disappeared, and got up, kissing Choi Hong-seo's forehead one last time.





Choi Hong-seo remained where he was sitting. I watched his back as he walked away through the car window. He suddenly stopped as he walked to a distance of two or three cars. He stood there for a moment, feeling around here and there on his body as if he had forgotten something, then quickly turned around and walked back this way.





dripping.





He knocked on the window of the backseat where Choi Hong-seo was sitting.





As I opened the window, a lightly clenched fist suddenly came flying into the room.





“I forgot to give you this.”





Choi Hong-seo instinctively held out his palm. He expected something small to fall, but his expectations were wrong. What landed on his palm was Lee Hae-seong’s index finger.





Not long ago, when I was sick, I couldn't help but chuckle at the thought of the prank I had played on him by poking his back with my finger while he was lying down.





Lee Hae-seong began to write on Choi Hong-seo's palm with his index finger, and Choi Hong-seo's smile did not last long.





Shiot, and the vowel A.





Just by looking at that, I could guess what he was going to say next. A thrill ran through me as I followed the path his fingers moved.





love you.





As if burned, my palm, and my entire body, starting from my palm, felt hot. A deep ecstasy that was almost like sadness ran through my blood, and my eyes became hot. However, I didn’t want to cry after his confession of love. Choi Hong-seo smiled awkwardly, and Lee Hae-seong smiled along with Choi Hong-seo and gently stroked the palm he was holding. And then, without saying anything, he stepped back.





He slowly took three or four steps back, then smiled awkwardly, put his hands in his pants pockets, and turned around.





He held tightly the hand that had engraved the words “I love you” on it. So that it wouldn’t leak out, so that no one could see it. It felt like it was engraved on his body rather than said with words, so it felt better.





I love you too. I love you, Mr. Hae-seong, even though I don't know what that is. I don't know what love is, but I know now that this feeling is love. Because you love me in a way that even a fool like me can understand, I was able to love you too.





I love you. I love you.





The sun appeared like a comet in my dark world where not a single ray of starlight had penetrated, and lit up the darkness that seemed eternal like fireworks. My spring light explosion 10) .





In front of the hallway reserved for officials that Choi Hong-seo had escaped from a moment ago, Lee Hae-seong turned around and waved. Then he disappeared from sight. That was the last time Choi Hong-seo saw Lee Hae-seong.





■








Group 'SATANG' member Go Ji-woon attempts extreme choice at home





At 5pm today, actor Go Ji-woon was found unconscious at home. Manager A, who visited her home to discuss the termination and extension of her contract, found Go collapsed in her bedroom and rushed her to the hospital.





Mr. Ko, who had been taking sleeping pills regularly due to insomnia, appears to have attempted an extreme measure by taking more than thirty sleeping pills at once.





Fortunately, his pulse and breathing have recovered and his life is not in danger, but he is in stable condition in the intensive care unit of CHA Hospital in Gangnam, Seoul.





Fans and the industry were even more shocked as Mr. Ko had debuted as a member of the idol group 'SATANG' but had not been able to shine much, and had recently transitioned into acting and was receiving a lot of love.





At the time of discovery, it appears that a note similar to a suicide note was left on the nightstand next to Mr. Ko's bed, but his family and agency have not revealed the contents.





The industry is on edge following news of a celebrity's suicide attempt that had been quiet for some time.









⤷ jum*** / The video sharing site was turned upside down because of a rumor that actor X, formerly from an idol group, got work by lobbying with his body. Isn't that Go Ji-woon??





⤷ heb*** / I came over after seeing it too. Is that X who was a Hobart player before his debut?





⤷⤷jum*** / ㅇㅇ





⤷dm17*** / It seems like the rumor started from the channel 'Nagari TV', and in the comments there, everyone is making a fuss saying that X is Go Ji-woon.





⤷⤷cry*** / No no to 'Nagari TV'. It was first revealed on 'Entertainment News'.





⤷did*** / If X is really Go Ji-woon, is he acting like that because he's afraid his past will be exposed? If it's true, he's cowardly. Is it all over just because he dies?





⤷heb*** / There was also a comment saying that Sponsor had recently taken it out on him. That might be why he chose such an extreme option.





⤷⤷jum*** / ㅇㅇ I heard that the casting for  was delayed because it was blocked by Sponsor.





⤷pri*** / But did you really intend to die? Honestly, I've been fooled once or twice by celebrities who don't really intend to die but do a suicide show by taking a few sleeping pills. It's like they think a suicide show is an indulgence.





⤷072*** / Hey, you humans, do you really want to say something like this to someone who made an extreme choice? You guys are really bad.





⤷⤷heb*** / Why are you suddenly acting like a saint all by yourself? I said it out of concern, but you put a filter on it and are making a fuss about it.





⤷⤷072*** / I guess he said that because he was really worried. When life was boring, one exciting thing happened and he got excited and ran to it. People who hang around channels like 'Nagari TV' and 'Entertainment News' have predictable lives.





⤷⤷pri*** / You who judge other people's lives are no different from us who you criticize.





⤷msg*** / But isn't this jum a guy from the host industry? ㅋㅋ I think "I got hit on" is slang in the entertainment industry.





⤷⤷fer*** / He's a total mess, so he can't be a host. He must be changing an ashtray in some room. Lol





⤷⤷msg*** / ferya, go see Hobart. It's a world of ugly kids.





⤷⤷sip*** / msg This kid is going to get a promotion Why does he know so well
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    From the master room of the 27th-floor suite, the entire area of the 'Gelora Bung Karno Complex' could be seen at a glance. It was the largest comprehensive sports complex in Jakarta, Indonesia, complete with a baseball field, tennis courts, a soccer field, an archery range, and a main stadium that could accommodate 80,000 people.



    



    High-end hotels and tall buildings like shopping malls surrounded the vast grounds of the complex, and the hotel where "Layered" was staying was one of them.



    



    Choi Hong-seo was sitting in an armchair in front of the large window, gazing at the fantastic night view of downtown Jakarta. Unconsciously fiddling with the camera resting on her lap.



    



    The city lights, faintly spread through the mist, were mysterious and exotic. The world seen from there looked like a paradise of abundance built on material wealth. Choi Hong-seo bitterly smiled as he recalled the days when people looking down at the city from the suite rooms of a luxury hotel had no worries or fears, thinking they would never be threatened.



    



    After going through all that, you're still so naive, Hongseo? Huh?



    



    At the thought that Lee Seokyung's sarcasm might actually be true, Choi Hongseo's face twisted even more severely.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had stood up from the chair, carefully set down the camera and approached the window.



    



    Alias, the X-guy scandal.



    



    Because of that, Korea was in an uproar right now.



    



    A few days ago, Myung Do-hoon said, "Lee Seo-kyung is preoccupied with the issue of acquiring a hotel in Bangkok from the Hanseo Group." He had said, "He's such a fickle person, so if we can just hold out a little longer overseas, I think we can get through this period safely."



    



    However, it was impossible to predict the madman's actions. Myung Do-hoon's naive predictions, or rather his hopes, were completely shattered.



    



    Choi Hong-seo and Myung Do-hoon knew where the true source of the 'X-Group Scandal,' which supposedly started spreading from a video-sharing platform, was.



    



    Facing her own face superimposed over the beautifully swaying lights, Choi Hong-seo sneered.



    



    You used to work at a host bar? You've been getting jobs through body lobbying all this time?



    



    They were all words that cleverly sidestepped the truth or deliberately omitted it, mere fragments of the truth no matter how nicely they were put. Moreover, the public was already adding lies to the distorted truth, inflating it, and even dragging Go Ji-woon, who had no connection to it, into the mess.



    



    It was unclear whether Go Ji-woon really attempted suicide because he was falsely accused of being a bully. As soon as he heard the news, Choi Hong-seo also tried to get in touch, but Go Ji-woon’s phone was turned off.



    



    "Sigh..."



    



    Choi Hong-seo lightly bumped his forehead against the transparent glass in front of him and sighed.



    



    If it is revealed that Go Ji-woon is not X, the public will immediately start looking for the next target. This was just the beginning.



    



    Because my forehead was pressed against the window, my view was directed downward. The view of the ground seen from the tips of my toes was dizzyingly vertiginous.



    



    Knock, knock.



    



    After a perfunctory knock, the door opened immediately. It was one of the managers.



    



    "Hongseo, are you really not going to eat?"



    



    The smell of the food laid out in the living room wafted through the open door. Before Choi Hong-seo, who felt a strong sense of revulsion, could even respond, a higher-ranking manager suddenly stuck his face in.



    



    "No." Come out and at least have a few bites.



    



    At the firm command, Choi Hong-seo had no choice but to go out to the living room. At the large dining table set up behind the sofa, the members and managers were having dinner.



    



    When Choi Hong-seo came out of the bedroom, everyone subtly observed him. Because every time a major news story broke in the entertainment industry, Choi Hong-seo's mental state had become unstable. Moreover, the atmosphere became even more somber because Go Ji-woon, who was hospitalized for a suicide attempt, was a mutual acquaintance of "Layered."



    



    Because of that, Choi Hong-seo and a few other members were banned from using the internet. In short, their cell phones and tablets were confiscated. The incoming calls were screened and transferred by the manager.



    



    The saved name that Hae-seong changed from 'Carrot Seller' to 'Investor' was, for now, acceptable. But they couldn't exchange messages as frequently as before. Maybe it's a blessing in disguise.



    



    What should I say to him, what words are okay to say, and what words should I avoid? As each day passed, it became increasingly unclear.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who sat in the empty seat, took a few sips of the soup that looked smooth.



    



    "Let's go out and have a drink, bro." I'm really feeling down and can't stand it anymore!



    



    One member, while forcefully stuffing a piece of pizza, threw it onto the plate and complained to the managers.



    



    "Drink here." If there's a drink you want, I'll go out and get it for you.



    



    "Oh, is the goal to drink?" I'm just so frustrated that I want to go out and get some fresh air. Anyway, the older guys can take him out. Then what is there to worry about?



    



    Understanding that the members were distressed by the scandal that broke out in Korea, the managers did not firmly say no to going any further. The highest-ranking manager reluctantly gave permission, and the members, who had no appetite anyway, left the table to prepare for going out.



    



    "Is Hong-seo coming?" "Not going?"



    



    At the manager's question, Choi Hong-seo shook his head.



    



    "Okay, then." Stay with me at the hotel.



    



    Only one manager remained to monitor Choi Hong-seo, and everyone else hurriedly left the room. Seeing the manager sitting on the sofa in front of the living room TV with his phone in hand, Choi Hong-seo got up and returned to the bedroom.



    



    I picked up the camera that was sitting alone on the armchair and flipped through the photos on the screen without any particular thought. There were also a few photos of the broadcasting station staff and fans I met in Jakarta, as well as some pictures taken in Singapore. And before they parted ways, the last images to appear were of Choi Hong Seo taken by Lee Hae Sung, and of Lee Hae Sung taken by Choi Hong Seo.



    



    Choi Hong-seo lay on the bed with the camera.



    



    Let's just tell him everything. Whether he understands generously or coldly despises me, let's just say everything and consider it a gamble. Having made that decision, there was a time when I got completely drunk at the after-party with the local staff. It was a very rare occurrence for Choi Hong-seo, who was known for his strict self-discipline.



    



    However much I drank, I couldn't even muster the courage to call him. As soon as I held my phone, everything became clear in front of my eyes and in my mind.



    



    Even if it was unfair and infuriating, it was his past. Unilaterally revealing such a terrifying past to him, and yet, despite everything, asking him to continue loving me, including all that dreadful darkness... I couldn't tell if that was love.



    



    Some say sacrifice is love, others say sharing is love. Everyone had a different idea of what love was. Even the certainty of what love is formed through the experience of giving and receiving love, and it was the first time Choi Hong-seo realized this.



    



    How to show love for him, in the end, I had to decide for myself. But what constitutes a valuable love, that standard was not within him.



    



    Then, what would Hae-seong have done?



    



    To Choi Hong-seo, love was everything he had learned from Lee Hae-sung, so he had no choice but to cling to that imagination.



    



    Knock, knock.



    



    At the sound of another knock from behind, Choi Hong-seo turned around while lying down.



    



    "Hongseo, phone call." It's a friend, Hyung.



    



    At the mention of Jeong Ji-in, he groggily sat up. I took the phone handed to me by the manager who had walked over to the bed and connected the call.



    



    "Hyung."



    



    Oh, you said Jakarta? How is it there? Isn't it your first time in Indonesia?



    



    "What the... Did Jiun call because he was worried after reading the article?



    



    At Jeong Ji-in's forced cheerful voice, Choi Hong-seo let out a weak laugh. Only then did Jung Ji-in feel that there was no need to beat around the bush, and with a deep sigh, he asked with concern.



    



    What are you doing? Are you holed up in the hotel?



    



    "Yeah, well." They're taking turns keeping watch because they think I'm being monitored.



    



    The manager grumbled beside him, saying, "I'm just staying with you because I'm worried, not to keep an eye on you." Choi Hong-seo finally kicked him out of the room after a heated argument. Even as he was pushed out the door, the manager didn't forget to remind him to bring the phone out as soon as the call was over.



    



    At last, Choi Hong-seo, now alone, went to the armchair by the window and sank deeply into it.



    



    "Ah, seriously..." Originally, it wasn't that bad, but since the article came out today, the managers have been overreacting. The other members are also sneaking glances. "Am I some kind of bomb that could explode at any moment?"
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    "Ah, seriously... I wasn’t like this before, but ever since that article came out today, the managers have been overdoing it. The members are even subtly watching me. Am I some ticking time bomb or something?"



    



    Rubbing his face roughly, Choi Hong-seo muttered in a rare moment of complaint, his voice tired.



    



    But the truth was, he believed the managers' surveillance was justified. He felt like he was indeed a ticking time bomb, ready to explode at any moment.



    



    Jung Ji-in tried to distract him with some stories. Though his effort was appreciated, it didn’t have much effect. Even while listening to a story about a grandmother from a snack shop, who had been a regular since his trainee days, Choi Hong-seo found himself lost in other thoughts. He couldn’t focus on anything else.



    



    "Hyung, what do you do when you really regret something?"



    



    The question, asked suddenly, felt meaningless, so Choi Hong-seo lightly laughed and answered for himself.



    



    "I don't think you have anything to regret."



    



    [No one is without regrets.]



    



    "We used to say you were handsome, like a nobleman... But we also joked that you must’ve come from a rich family that went bankrupt, just because of how you live in the dorms."



    



    Jung Ji-in was the most composed person around Choi Hong-seo. Though they didn’t share many personal details, there was a dignity about him, as if he had been raised in a well-mannered home.



    



    Because of that, both Choi Hong-seo and Song Hyun-su often admired Jung Ji-in, seeing him as someone who wouldn’t make a foolish choice like getting involved with someone like Myung Do-hoon. Unlike them, Jung Ji-in had been educated, was smart, and came from a wealthy family. It seemed like he could go anywhere, do anything, and avoid unnecessary relationships without having any weaknesses. That was something they envied.



    



    "I was actually really envious of you, hyung."



    



    [What?]



    



    "I just wanted to quickly rise to the top where no one could touch me, full of ambition... but you were always so calm, like a mountain is a mountain, and water is water. You were that kind of person."



    



    Choi Hong-seo curled up in the armchair, smiling weakly. Jung Ji-in also smiled, and the two of them shared a laugh that soon faded into a heavy silence.



    



    In that silence, Choi Hong-seo felt a brief flutter in his heart. He felt like he had to thank Jung Ji-in, as if this opportunity might never come again. The unease stirred inside him.



    



    "You know... you've been like an antidote to me, right?"



    



    Jung Ji-in didn’t respond with words, but Choi Hong-seo could tell he was nodding on the other end of the phone.



    



    A few more conversations, clouded and indirect, passed. Choi Hong-seo appreciated Jung Ji-in’s efforts to encourage him, but without revealing the truth, the comfort remained shallow.



    



    [Hong-seo.]



    



    Jung Ji-in suddenly changed his tone and called out with a meaningful tone.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, with a blank stare at the city lights outside the window, answered weakly.



    



    "Yeah?"



    



    [The person you're seeing... Is it Vice President Lee Hae-sung?]



    



    "...Huh?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo slowly sat up, his previously neutral face tightening with sudden tension.



    



    [I happened to meet him once, and he casually mentioned someone he was seeing. I got the feeling it might be you.]



    



    Dozens of thoughts surged in Choi Hong-seo’s mind. He knew Jung Ji-in wasn’t someone who would harm him. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust him, but the intense fear of how his answer could somehow splash mud on Lee Hae-sung made him feel cold. This wasn’t a vague fear anymore; it felt like a very real, immediate threat.



    



    Swallowing hard, Choi Hong-seo started laughing. It wasn’t just his voice laughing; his whole face cracked into a forced smile.



    



    "Oh, that guy... He really... It's true that he had a few meals with others because of the movie investment with Director Kang, but... when I just smiled and was polite, he somehow thought we were dating."



    



    To make his acting more believable, Choi Hong-seo jumped up and started pacing around the sofa, nervously biting his lip and raising his voice a bit more exaggeratedly than usual. Though he could fake his voice, his hand holding the phone trembled uncontrollably.



    



    "They're all important people, investors in the movie, right? Do you think I’d scowl at them? Oh... that guy’s a real fool, a real fool."



    



    [What’s a fool?]



    



    Jung Ji-in asked, not understanding the term. "Fool" was a slang term used in the entertainment industry, something Jung Ji-in, being the kind of person he was, wouldn’t know.



    



    Choi Hong-seo stopped in front of the full window. He lowered his head, his hand— the one that Lee Hae-sung had inscribed "I love you" on— clenched tightly.



    



    "No... ‘fool’... like a romance fool... I was just being polite since it was work, but he thought we were dating. He's a real fool."



    



    For whatever reason, denying Lee Hae-sung, and his love for him, made Choi Hong-seo feel like his existence was empty. It was more painful than the time he had been humiliated by Lee Seo-kyung. His heart felt like it was being burned away, and his chest felt torn apart. Tears welled up, and they dripped down his chin.



    



    He gripped his left hand even tighter, as if to say he would never let it go.



    



    To hide that he was crying, Choi Hong-seo spoke in a softer voice.



    



    "Anyway, that guy has nothing to do with it. He's just... a naive guy who only knows work."



    



    He wiped his tears with the fist that had just been clenched. Raising his head, he faced the night outside the window.



    



    From the start, and at no moment, had Lee Hae-sung ever intended to use his power or wealth to manipulate him. Choi Hong-seo knew that. The playful tone and the innocent expressions Lee Hae-sung showed were not his true nature. Being from ARA, the highest of the high, he had tried to make things easier for Choi Hong-seo, not wanting him to feel uncomfortable. Choi Hong-seo knew that his affection for him was sincere.



    



    There was no way he could let Lee Hae-sung's name be dragged through the mud along with X. He knew that the public didn’t care about the truth. Once a person got labeled as X, they would be forever remembered not for the bigger truth, but as an idol involved in a scandal.



    



    Jung Ji-in, whether he believed it or not, sighed deeply and spoke calmly.



    



    [In early November, Yoon Ju-ho is going on a business trip to China.]



    



    Yoon Ju-ho was the lead actor in the drama Jung Ji-in was filming. Because of his trip, some scenes involving other people would have to be filmed quickly, and when Yoon Ju-ho returned, Jung Ji-in’s schedule would loosen up.



    



    [I'll come to see you when he leaves. I won’t be able to stay long, but I can spare a day or two.]



    



    "It’s fine. I’ll probably be in Bangkok by then... what’s the point of spending 12 hours on a plane for just a day or two?"



    



    [Well, I was planning to take a short break too, just to clear my head.]



    



    "Then... I’ll tell the managers about the schedule."



    



    [Also... I want to introduce you to someone. I’ll introduce them when I see you.]



    



    The person he was planning to introduce was definitely a romantic partner. Knowing how emotionless Jung Ji-in had been, Choi Hong-seo felt genuinely happy and relieved that Jung Ji-in was in a relationship. He was curious to meet the person, wanting to know who they were.



    



    I also have someone I want to introduce to you.



    



    Just as Choi Hong-seo was about to say it, he stopped himself and sealed his lips shut.



    



    [Hong-seo, hang in there. Over time, situations change, and even things that seem like they have no solution right now might find an opening... Holding on is how we catch our opportunities. Let’s hang in there, okay?]



    



    Choi Hong-seo couldn’t respond. He silently gazed down at the small cars and the street trees far below, feeling the weight of the silence.



    



    After ending the call with Jung Ji-in, his body felt as heavy as cotton soaked in water. It was only then that he realized his shirt was damp with sweat. He glanced over at the door. He needed to check how the X scandal was unfolding, seizing any chance he could.



    



    As soon as he opened the portal site app, his phone buzzed in his hand. The screen lit up, displaying "Investor-nim," the saved contact name.



    



    It wasn’t a video call, but without thinking, Choi Hong-seo looked at his face in the reflection of the window. He quickly wiped away any traces of tears with his hand. Taking a deep breath, he slowly counted to five, one, two, three... closing his fingers as he reached five. It had been a long time since he counted like this before a call, but for the first time, it wasn’t because of excited anticipation, but because of the fear he wanted to avoid.



    



    "Hello?"



    



    [Oh? It’s connected. I saw you were on another call.]



    



    "Oh, it was just a call from Ji-in hyung."



    



    [He must have been worried, huh?]



    



    "Yeah... I guess so."



    



    After the news about Go Ji-woon’s suicide attempt broke, Choi Hong-seo had of course also spoken to Lee Hae-sung. He had been deeply concerned about the shock Choi Hong-seo must have experienced due to the X scandal, without ever suspecting that it could be linked to him.



    



    "When I’m in Bangkok, hyung said he’d come by for a bit. I mentioned that to him."



    



    Trying to reassure him that he wasn’t just moping around in depression, Choi Hong-seo deliberately brought up a lighter topic.



    



    [Really?]



    



    The surprise in Lee Hae-sung’s voice was followed by excitement.



    



    [Actually, I’ve been quietly working behind the scenes to meet you in Bangkok too.]



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been pacing slowly in front of the window, suddenly stopped in his tracks.



    



    "Bangkok...?"
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    “Bangkok...?”



    



    [Even if it's a business trip, Hong-seo, you're only working. You’re staying in your hotel even on your days off.]



    



    “......”



    



    [It seems like I should come and keep you company for a bit.]



    



    He wanted to see him. He wanted to meet him. He wanted to hide in his arms, to cling to him.



    



    But at the same time, it wasn’t possible to meet right now. He couldn’t ask him to hide him or carry his burden.



    



    [Remember, you promised to guide me around Bangkok. Chatuchak Market, Khao San Road... Was it the Sky Bar? You’ll take me to all those places, right?]



    



    “Ah, the thing is... I don’t know when my day off will be during the business trip...”



    



    [I’ve already asked CEO Myung to adjust my schedule so you can have a couple of days off in Bangkok.]



    



    When Lee Hae-sung mentioned Myung Do-hoon’s name, it felt like his heart dropped from the 27th floor.



    



    Lee Hae-sung must have paid money under the pretense of an investment to ensure that Choi Hong-seo could live comfortably. Hong-seo knew this. The comfortable environment he was in must have been Lee Hae-sung’s consideration.



    



    Even if all that money was used on him, imagining Lee Hae-sung talking to Myung Do-hoon and UB, completely unaware of their true nature, felt like deceiving him, and that caused pain.



    



    “You’re busy with the new product. If you’re coming all the way to see me, I don’t want you to overdo it...”



    



    [It’s the only time being part of the owner family comes in handy, right? If the company would collapse because I’m gone for two days, then that’s a real problem.]



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who was facing the front window while nervously biting his lip, saw the manager cautiously open the door a crack. The manager was likely checking if he was browsing the internet on his phone.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, signaling that he was still on the phone, gestured for him to leave, then locked himself in the bathroom.



    



    [It’s the first time we’ve been this far apart. I thought I should make time to see you at some point.]



    



    Hearing his gentle voice, Choi Hong-seo sat on the edge of the large marble bathtub. The opposite side of the bathtub faced the front window, offering a view of Jakarta's nightscape, just like the bedroom.



    



    “About the news of Go Ji-woon, if you’re worried about me... it’s okay, he didn’t succeed... I’m better than I thought.”



    



    [That’s a relief, but... it seems like I’m not doing as well as I thought.]



    



    His voice had a faint, bitter laugh in it.



    



    [In the past, I didn’t care about the entertainment industry, but now that it’s the world you’re in, I’ve been paying more attention to the news. Seeing the comments and people’s reactions, it doesn’t feel like someone else’s problem...]



    



    “......”



    



    [If people are saying such... harsh things about you, I don’t think I could stand it.]



    



    Choi Hong-seo tightly grasped the marble steps surrounding the bathtub.



    



    “Why would people say those things about me?”



    



    He tried to comfort him while maintaining his composure. He could hear Lee Hae-sung’s soft laugh.



    



    [Maybe I’m getting too emotionally involved. I keep imagining all sorts of things.]



    



    “Stop looking at the news and comments. You know I have experience in this field. You should listen to advice from someone who’s been through it.”



    



    It seemed his joke worked, as Lee Hae-sung’s laugh lightened.



    



    Taking a deep breath, Choi Hong-seo exhaled slowly, trying to make no sound.



    



    [If something happens to you, Hong-seo...]



    



    “......”



    



    [Let’s run away together.]



    



    Choi Hong-seo’s breath caught for a moment.



    



    [We could go to Mauritius or Samoa... or one of the islands in Polynesia, a place with no direct flights, where we’d have to change planes two or three times... We could just run away and live there, maybe start a bakery. I even thought about that.]



    



    “Why... a bakery?”



    



    Though he tried to act amused by the absurdity of it, his tears were already blurring his vision.



    



    [Because you like it. Madeleines, macarons, financiers...]



    



    “......”



    



    [And I’d let you sleep as much as you want, and eat all your favorite food.]



    



    Choi Hong-seo wiped away his tears and smiled.



    



    “That sounds almost like a vacation.”



    



    Fortunately, he was able to speak brightly without forcing it. It felt like a relief, like something had been cleared away after crying.



    



    Let’s run away together.



    



    Those words were as much a comfort to him as a confession of love, filling the gaps in Choi Hong-seo’s life.



    



    The company? Duty? He didn’t need to ask those questions. There was no need for validation in his love.



    



    [It’s good to hear your laugh.]



    



    His voice was more comforting than anything else. With a sense of calm, he made his last remarks, looking forward to their meeting.



    



    [Khao San Road, Chatuchak Market. I’ll be looking forward to it, okay?]



    



    The call history with "Investor-nim" appeared on the phone screen for a brief five minutes. Choi Hong-seo stared at it for a moment, wiping away the last traces of tears that lingered in his eyes.



    



    He was about to open the portal site when he noticed a notification.



    



    It was an email from Destiny: “:)”. It was from Lee Seo-kyung.



    



    His fingers trembled so violently that it took a few tries to open the email.



    



    Hello.



    



    Has our Hong-seo developed some tough skin? You’ve been holding up longer than expected even after the scandal broke. Or are you still clinging to VP’s trust?



    



    But Hong-seo, as you know, I’m a pervert. The more you hold on, the more I enjoy watching. What should I do? Because, no matter how long you hold on, eventually you’ll run out of strength, and the game always ends with me winning.



    



    Come to Shanghai on the specified date. If you don’t listen again... who knows what might get released on YouTube this time. It won’t just end with rumors. Maybe there will be audiovisual footage of X that’s attached? I’ll delete the face, but I wonder... wouldn’t VP recognize it immediately as you? Or I could package it with VP and X as a set. If you love someone, they should always be together.



    



    A dog should live like a dog, crawling on all fours. If you try walking on two legs, you’ll fall, Hong-seo.



    



    The ticket’s business class. I won’t excuse your overseas schedule anymore. This is my last bit of mercy. Do you think you can hold out again? What do you think? :)



    



    Choi Hong-seo’s trembling gradually subsided as he read the email.



    



    Attached was a flight ticket from Bangkok to Shanghai, with the date and time fully specified.



    



    Closing the email app, Choi Hong-seo stared out into the darkness beyond the window.



    



    As soon as the X scandal broke, the first person to call him was Hyun-su. Realizing that the X on YouTube was targeting Choi Hong-seo, Hyun-su was in an extreme state of agitation.



    



    [You idiot, just tell him! You fell into the trap that CEO Myung set, and that bastard Lee Seo-kyung dragged you around, making you do all kinds of disgusting things, taking pictures and videos... You can just tell him!]



    



    Though Hyun-su was in a similar situation, he, like Choi Hong-seo, was not the type to dwell on despair or get sentimental. Hearing Hyun-su’s frantic voice, it was clear he was crying.



    



    [You said with your own mouth that he loves you. If a chaebol falls in love with an idol, shouldn’t he protect you from this kind of dirty scandal? Isn’t that what love is?]



    



    Hyun-su didn’t need to consider Lee Hae-sung’s perspective. Choi Hong-seo didn’t feel hurt by his words either. Hearing Hyun-su yell those things on his behalf made him feel a strange sense of relief and gratitude. He understood that this was Hyun-su’s way of showing his deepest friendship.



    



    At that time, Choi Hong-seo had asked Hyun-su this.



    



    “If protecting someone is love... then shouldn’t I protect him too?”



    



    Hyun-su hesitated for a moment, but then shouted without hesitation that the person who has more should be the one to protect. Hyun-su was certain of this, but Choi Hong-seo still couldn’t understand.



    



    What is love, and how can he show it for him? In the end, only he could decide that. But what is valuable love? He didn’t have a standard for that.



    



    Then, what would Lee Hae-sung do?



    



    For Choi Hong-seo, love was something he had learned from Lee Hae-sung, so he could only cling to that imagination.



    



    Then, what would Lee Hae-sung do?



    



    He didn’t think that Lee Hae-sung would ever say something like sharing the burden of his heavy and terrifying problems. That was all Choi Hong-seo knew about love.



    



    “Choi Hong-seo! Choi Hong-seo, open this! Choi Hong-seo!”



    



    The manager was knocking so hard on the bathroom door that it seemed like the door might break.



    



    Before opening the door, Choi Hong-seo turned off his phone. The materialistic and indulgent lights of the city seemed to go dark along with it.
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    The skyline of Bangkok was more dazzling than the one in Jakarta. It almost looked like the lights on a Christmas tree.



    



    To Choi Hong-seo, a Christmas tree symbolized a typical home, a home without financial worries, a harmonious family. It was a scene of well-mannered family members sitting around a table full of delicious food, exchanging warm words, while the children, feeling safe in their parents' presence, unwrapped their gifts under their gentle gaze. And behind the family, the tree sparkled.



    



    The view of Bangkok’s nightscape from the hotel room on the 30th floor wasn’t materialistic like the one he had seen in Jakarta. It felt cozy, like a Christmas tree, evoking an experience he had never had. It wasn’t the city that had changed, but Choi Hong-seo’s own heart.



    



    As he looked at the increasingly darkening evening scene of Bangkok through the window, Choi Hong-seo turned away from the window without hesitation. He sat on the edge of the bed and tried making an international call using the phone provided in the room.



    



    “I’d like to report something about the recent ‘X scandal,’ anonymously. The actor Ko Ji-woon and the representative of Sweet Entertainment being investigated are not important. They are innocent. It’s about Myung Do-hoon, the president of UB Entertainment. Myung Do-hoon is the real pimp. And behind Myung Do-hoon is Lee Seo-kyung from Hanseo Group. Nothing will come of it even if an anonymous tipster speaks up, but at least... look into who’s behind Myung Do-hoon.



    



    Myung Do-hoon is preparing to leave tonight. He’s going to Bangkok to see the UB Entertainment idol group ‘Layered,’ but he’s probably planning to escape. If we miss this, it’ll be over.”



    



    Throughout the call, Choi Hong-seo’s voice sometimes became shaky, but he managed to calmly finish what he needed to say. His hand, holding the receiver, was not trembling in the slightest.



    



    After hanging up, he carefully took the camera sitting on the bed in his hand.



    



    Standing still, he began deleting photos from recent to past, one by one. Although he had been on a business trip for quite a long time, he had barely taken 50 pictures. It took some time because he hadn’t deleted them all at once, but there was no need to rush.



    



    “...”



    



    As the photos of the past were erased, the last one remaining was a photo of himself taken by Lee Hae-sung, and one he had taken of Lee Hae-sung.



    



    For a moment, Choi Hong-seo’s shoulders, which had shown no signs of distress, collapsed. His body shook violently with sobs. His nose and brow tingled with the intensity of the feeling. He stood still, holding the camera tightly, waiting for his emotions to calm down.



    



    Once he had regained composure, he continued deleting the remaining photos. It felt like he was erasing his memories, his life, and his very existence. The final photo, the one with his face in it, was the hardest to delete. He hesitated for a long time, staring at it. He gently stroked the face on the photo with his fingertips. There was no way he could forget. Even if he erased his existence, he would never forget the person who had loved him, the only one who had given him love, his only spring of life. He was certain. Deleting the photo would not make him forget. It was okay.



    



    Finally, he stood in front of the vanity, spraying some perfume. He struggled to press the spray, unable to put enough force into it. A few drops spilled down his hand because he couldn’t press it properly in one go.



    



    As the scent surrounded him, he felt a little more at peace. After taking one last look at his face in the mirror, he left the bedroom.



    



    In the living room of the suite, some of the managers and members were gathered together. Choi Hong-seo slumped down into one corner of the sofa where they were sitting.



    



    “Hyung, I’m so bored. Let’s go out.”



    



    “Where to? There are fans lined up right in front of the hotel. Just stay here.”



    



    “I’m about to go crazy from boredom. I’m not going alone, I want you to come with me. Is that not okay?”



    



    “...”



    



    Finally, the manager took his eyes off his phone, where he had been playing a game, and looked at Choi Hong-seo. A senior manager, who had been playing poker at the table behind them, gathered his cards and spoke up.



    



    “Alright, Hong-seo wants to go out, let’s take him.”



    



    With that approval, Choi Hong-seo stood up again, as if waiting for this moment.



    



    “Let’s go to a rooftop bar.”



    



    “A rooftop?”



    



    One of the members, who had been half-heartedly watching TV with an OTT channel on, suddenly brightened up and joined the conversation.



    



    “Yeah, hyung! Rooftop bars are famous in Bangkok. There are so many!”



    



    “They say this place is the hot spot. Let’s go there.”



    



    The members, who had been feeling bored, began to actively discuss which bar to go to. As long as it was a rooftop bar, Choi Hong-seo didn’t mind where they went.



    



    The preparation time for the members took longer than usual. Meanwhile, Choi Hong-seo waited, gazing blankly at the nightscape outside the window. There was no need to hurry. There was plenty of time.



    



    The rooftop bar, which a few managers and members from ‘Layered’ had visited, was filled with stylishly dressed people.



    



    Trendy music played loudly, and the décor was luxurious. The members, excited to be in a place with many people their age, took pictures of each other and asked the managers to take group shots as well. They suggested taking photos with Choi Hong-seo too, but he no longer wanted to take any more photos.



    



    The fresh breeze blew through the almost cloudless sky. The endless lights stretching out beyond the railing of the 32nd-floor rooftop bar looked like stars in the universe. Choi Hong-seo closed his eyes and breathed in the cool air.



    



    “Shit... What the hell...”



    



    One of the managers, who had been frowning at his phone for a while, muttered to himself while wiping his face repeatedly.



    



    “What... what is it?”



    



    The members, feeling uneasy from the manager’s behavior, set down their cocktail glasses.



    



    “They say the president’s been arrested... What... What should we do? You guys stay here. I’ll go check things out.”



    



    The manager seemed flustered and quickly walked away to make a phone call while leaving the members in charge of another manager.



    



    It was done. Myung Do-hoon had been arrested. It might have been because of his tip-off call, but the reason didn’t matter. Myung Do-hoon had been arrested.



    



    Choi Hong-seo whispered quietly to the member sitting next to him.



    



    “Taeyu, can I borrow your phone for a second?”



    



    “Why? Are you going to check the news? Don’t look.”



    



    “No, I just need to make a call.”



    



    The member, looking suspiciously at Choi Hong-seo, glanced at the manager who was preoccupied with checking news about Myung Do-hoon’s arrest.



    



    “Where are you going?”



    



    When Choi Hong-seo stood up, the manager immediately raised his head.



    



    “To the bathroom.”



    



    “Want me to go with you?”



    



    “No, it looks like no one recognizes us here.”



    



    Taking the phone borrowed from the member, Choi Hong-seo left the table and went to a dark corner, away from the crowd and the lights. He unlocked the phone using the password the member had given him.



    



    He confirmed clearly that Myung Do-hoon had been urgently arrested at the airport and that it had been revealed he had coerced X into sex work and entertainment from before their debut. This news had started spreading in Korea about 30 minutes ago.



    



    After checking the news, Choi Hong-seo opened the phone app.



    



    Slowly, he began to press the eleven digits of a number he would never forget. No, he only pressed nine digits. He couldn’t bring himself to press the final digits. He simply stared at the incomplete number. For now, he thought it was best to just look at it.



    



    Quickly putting the phone back in his pocket, he returned to the table.



    



    “Where are you going again?”



    



    When Choi Hong-seo returned the phone and tried to get up again, the member stopped him.



    



    “I just made a call, didn’t go to the bathroom yet. I’ll be right back.”



    



    He smiled and left the table. Then, he went to the bar, away from the table, and ordered a strong whiskey on the rocks, a drink Lee Hae-sung often had. From the bar, located higher than the tables, he could see the entire city, 360 degrees around him.



    



    It felt like looking down at Earth from space.



    



    It felt as if the entire world was beneath my feet, giving me a sense of liberation.



    



    I had always thought I was holding on, enduring for the sake of hope, but now I realize that wasn't the case. From the very beginning, there was no hope. I had just been deceiving myself to survive.



    



    Meeting Lee Hae-sung seemed like a reward for all the time I had fought through, perhaps a sign that things would get better. But it wasn’t that. It was the final kindness granted by God, a sweet daydream. Like how even the most cruel of death row prisoners would be allowed to eat their favorite meal or have one wish granted before the end.



    



    It was fortunate that I never returned the words "I love you" to him.



    



    I never loved him.



    



    What he gave me was love, and I only received it.



    



    Finishing the whiskey, Choi Hong-seo placed the glass down.



    



    He looked at the happy people and the universe beyond the railing, with the Earth and the sky above.



    



    I tried not to think about Lee Hae-sung. I didn’t want to hold on to the illusion that I was sacrificing for him. This choice wasn’t about that. It was just the exhaustion, the complete weariness that made me want to end everything, to put an end to the worn-out remnants of my past, which had almost disappeared.



    



    The continuous threads of thoughts that had been twisting and turning, the arteries that had been running wild like a madman, finally stopped.



    



    Or perhaps I could have offered X-gun and Vice President together as a set. If you love someone, you should always be together.



    



    Can Hong-seo endure again? What do you think?



    



    This was the answer Choi Hong-seo had prepared for Lee Seo-kyung's final generosity.



    



    One, two... three... Choi Hong-seo, as a habit, folded his fingers one by one, then suddenly realized that this was an unnecessary moment.



    



    Let this be love. Even if it’s the most trivial and foolish way, at least let this be love. Let it be something that could be called love.



    



    I love you. I love you.



    



    ***



    



    Rumors spread quickly on the internet that X-gun, a former male host from a host bar, had been forced into prostitution and entertainment from his debut through to the present, allegedly under the command of CEO Myung Do-hoon of UB Entertainment, who was arrested as the main suspect in the case.



    



    With Myung’s arrest, rumors began circulating that the real central figure of the scandal was not actor Ko Ji-woon, but rather Choi Hong-seo, the leader of the idol group "Layered." These claims spread rapidly online.



    



    It wasn’t even an hour after Myung’s arrest and the news started circulating on the internet that... tragic news came in from Bangkok, where Choi Hong-seo, who had been in the city for a performance, had... jumped from a rooftop bar.



    



    Ah... regardless of the truth of the rumors, it is truly heartbreaking...



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had gone to a rooftop bar in Bangkok for a mood change with two members of his group and two managers, reportedly jumped about 30 minutes after hearing the news of Myung Do-hoon’s arrest.



    



    Having jumped from the 32nd floor, he died instantly at the scene, and emergency responders transported him to Bangkok Bumrungrad International Hospital.



    



    ...Here is a photo of the hotel in Bangkok where Choi Hong-seo jumped from the 32nd-floor rooftop bar. As you can see, rooftop bars in Bangkok, like this one, have open structures with no walls or ceilings. The railing is a glass barrier only about chest-height for an adult...



    



    Despite repeated safety concerns about these types of rooftop bars, they remain popular for attracting tourists...



    



    Some are even saying that the "November Curse" in the entertainment industry may have begun...



    



    ***



    



    (Text Message Excerpts)



    



    "Hey, Hong-seo (10:19 PM)"



    



    "Where are you? I need to talk to you right now (10:19 PM)"



    



    "Voice call (10:19 PM)"



    



    "Missed call (10:20 PM)"



    



    "Voice call (10:20 PM)"



    



    "Missed call (10:21 PM)"



    



    "FaceTime (10:21 PM)"



    



    "Missed call (10:22 PM)"



    



    "Voice call (10:22 PM)"



    



    "Missed call (10:23 PM)"



    



    "Pick up the phone (10:23 PM)"



    



    "Voice call (10:24 PM)"



    



    "Missed call (10:26 PM)"



    



    "Seriously, Hong-seo (10:28 PM)"



    



    "Why are you not answering now? (10:29 PM)"



    



    "Do you even think about how worried I am? (10:31 PM)"



    



    "FaceTime (10:33 PM)"



    



    "Missed call (10:34 PM)"



    



    "FaceTime (10:35 PM)"



    



    "Missed call (10:35 PM)"



    



    "FaceTime (10:36 PM)"



    



    "Missed call (10:36 PM)"



    



    "Hong-seo, baby (10:45 PM)"



    



    "No? (10:45 PM)"



    



    "Please (10:52 PM)"



    



    ***



    



    End of Chapter 5.



    



    Tomorrow's break, and Chapter 6 will be released on Tuesday.



    



    Thank you.
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  Chapter 6





After finishing his shower in the guest bathroom by the living room, Lee Hae-sung tied the knot of his bathrobe and walked toward the window. He had rushed out of the bathroom to avoid the humidity, and water droplets trickled down the robe, sliding over his calves.





Outside the window, rain was still pouring over the city’s dark blue dawn, just like the second night he had spent holding Choi Hong-seo.





He shoved his hand into the bathrobe pocket and gazed blankly down at the world below from the 20th floor. While not particularly high, the hotel built on Namsan Mountain offered a panoramic view of Seoul, including the Han River and, further beyond, Gangnam and Dongjak districts. The perceived height easily surpassed that of a 40-story building.





Silent, he let out a heavy sigh and moved to the minibar to heat some water in a kettle. He took out the teapot and prepared for tea, waiting for the water to boil. The round table by the window already had the remnants of three or four cups of tea.





Truthfully, he wanted to drink some alcohol, but he would soon have to drive. He had an interview scheduled with foreign media, including lunch. He had to return home within a few hours to prepare for it. On a day like today, he didn’t even want an assistant.





Leaning his hand on the edge of the minibar, Lee Hae-sung exhaled, using his whole upper body. His face reflected in the mirror on the bar, showing the wear of sleep deprivation. He imagined he would get an earful from the secretary’s office.





After sex, he had tried to rest a bit, but it was impossible.





He had stared at Choi Hong-seo’s exhausted face, stained with tears, as he lay asleep. Even after falling into sleep, Choi Hong-seo still seemed to be trembling, exhaling heavily as if sobbing from some sorrow. Lee Hae-sung had gently, very carefully brushed aside the sweaty hair that clung to his face.





Even after climaxing three times inside him while changing condoms, Lee Hae-sung still wasn’t sure if it was permissible for him to gently caress that face.





“I might not feel it much when we do it…”





He had already been surprised when he heard that, but it was within the range of what he had expected.





However, before any proper caressing had even begun, Choi Hong-seo had tried to place his mouth on Lee Hae-sung’s genitals, suggesting they should do it without a condom.





Wearing the pajamas he had worn while with Choi Hong-seo, he was lying on his stomach, still holding the scent they had shared. He no longer appeared to Lee Hae-sung as “Yun Hye-an.”





If he wasn’t Yun Hye-an, then what was he?





"Uncle... I, uh, I've never... done it like this, so..."





He had cried like that with his face buried in the pillow. There was no awkwardness or hesitation in the voice calling him “uncle.”





Lee Hae-sung could go no further. Testing himself, trying to confirm something he couldn’t understand, he had asked him to "hold me like Choi Hong-seo." But if this continued, he felt like his sanity might truly unravel. Perhaps it wasn’t Yun Hye-an who needed therapy—it was Lee Hae-sung himself.





So he fled.





He was about to become a madman, stepping outside the bounds of the common sense he had trusted.





And then, when his fingers touched the bare skin on his back...





When those fingertips started to trace letters, forming words...





Lee Hae-sung had no choice but to cross out all the options from 1 to 5, the answers that had been suggested as solutions to his mental questions.





The choices he had written based on correct logic and objectivity. One of those answers had to be right.





Whether by coincidence or effort, Yun Hye-an had obtained information about Choi Hong-seo and was trying to use that to entice him into gaining something. All of his answers were minor variations of that theory.





But at that moment, Lee Hae-sung couldn’t ignore the possibility of a 6th answer.





An answer that could not exist, one not present in the choices.





"We're talking about someone who knows everything about us, someone like Yun Hye-an, almost like a god," he had sarcastically said once.





But now, he believed that he truly knew everything. It was unbelievable.





The water in the kettle had finished boiling, and the power turned off automatically. Lee Hae-sung poured the water into a teacup to warm it, then discarded the water and refilled the cup. He slid the tea bag into the hot water, watching as the strong aroma quickly mellowed into a delicate scent that lingered.





After a moment, he removed the tea bag, took the teacup to the window, and sat down. He inhaled the scent deeply and stared intently at the faint light of the morning that was slowly brightening. It was as though he was trying to push away the expanding pale blue edge of the sky, resisting the arrival of the day.





He knew everything.





He could be a god, or Choi Hong-seo himself. There was no other explanation.





The possibility he had considered was so absurd that Lee Hae-sung shook his shoulders and bitterly mocked himself.





Was he finally going to admit that he was crazy?





The tea was cooling, almost untouched.












Looking at Earth from Space.





There is no breath of wind around, no vibrations of sound. There is no “my hand” or “my voice.” It is just observing something.





It was a sensation he had felt before. The silence, the overwhelming loneliness as if he were the only one in the universe—Choi Hong-seo knew it well.





In the moment of being crushed by fear, another place unfolded.





This time, the scene was filled with people. Men and women dressed in flashy clothes, drinking and laughing in an open space beneath the night sky. Surrounding them were the dazzling lights from tall buildings, creating a vibrant cityscape.





Choi Hong-seo knew where this place was.





His limbs, which no longer existed, started to tremble. Among the happy people, he saw the faces of his managers and bandmates. The camera, as if searching for the protagonist, moved erratically through the scene until it finally found Choi Hong-seo.





The other side’s Choi Hong-seo was drinking whiskey on a bar just a few steps above the table.





Finishing the whiskey, he looked up at the sky.





Or maybe, X-gun and the Vice President could be offered together as a set. If you love someone, you should always be together.





The Choi Hong-seo on the other side thought of Lee Seo-kyung’s email. He could even read it clearly in his mind.





The Choi Hong-seo on this side tried to stop the one on the other side, but there were no bridges to cross, no arms to embrace, no voice to shout "no."





One, two... three... The Choi Hong-seo on the other side began counting, folding his fingers.





The other Hongseo was so close to madness that he had a fit. But in reality, he couldn’t even create the slightest ripple. Not even a faint breeze.





The moment the hot tears, boiling as if they were, flowed down his temples… the two Hongseos—this one and that one—became one, and finally, ‘the body’ could move.





“Hah… Hah… Hah…”





Hongseo exhaled heavily, inflating his chest with a quick gasp as if he had just risen from the water after being submerged. It felt as though he had been underwater, struggling to stay afloat.





“Did you have a nightmare?”





“Hah… Hah… Hah…”





He barely rolled his eyes to follow the voice’s direction. There was Lee Haeseong, fully dressed, holding his shoulder tightly with a worried expression on his face. He had woken him up. Stopping that terrible event from repeating… He had prevented it.





The events that happened after Hongseo had opened his eyes in Yoon Hyean's body gradually began to flow back into his consciousness.





Hongseo groped for Lee Haeseong’s hand, which had shaken him awake by the shoulder, and held it tightly. He wasn’t afraid of being rejected. He just wanted to make sure this was real.





“You’re sweating a lot. Are you feeling unwell?”





“No... it’s... the dream... the dream...”





Swallowing dryly, Hongseo sat up. His body, still sluggish from the nightmare, didn’t quite obey him. He rubbed his face with both hands, trying to collect himself.





“What time is it?”





“It’s still early. You can sleep for a while longer.”





Hongseo looked at him, standing by the bed. He appeared as though he would leave the room at any moment.





“I’d like to stay longer, but I have a schedule this morning.”





Seeing the furrowed brow on his face, Hongseo knew that his words weren’t a lie. It wasn’t something he would say just for the sake of it.





“Then I’ll get up too.”





He moved to the edge of the bed, dragging himself to get out. Lee Haeseong's hand stopped him, holding his shoulder to prevent him from leaving.





“You should rest a little longer.”





“…”





“It seems like it’s been a while. You might be worn out.”





It seemed like it had been a while since the last time. His words took a couple of seconds to register. He must have felt it too, having been involved physically.





Hongseo quickly rubbed his face, trying to hide the flush on his cheeks.





“I’m fine. It wasn’t like we... didn’t finish. I’ll just quickly shower...”





Despite the words, his legs were still shaky. He was quickly supported by Haeseong’s arm. By the time they reached the bathroom, Hongseo was finally able to stand on his own.





“Do you need help?”





He shook his head at his offer with a pitying look.





“I’ll just wash the sweat off. If you’re in a rush, you can go ahead...”





This time, Haeseong shook his head firmly.





“I have time. I’ll wait in the living room. Take your time.”





He said to take his time, but Hongseo hurried. Even though they used a condom, the lingering sensation from the sex, which had continued until Haeseong had climaxed three times, still clung to him. His pelvis felt stretched, and below his waist, he was sore and tired, while the inside felt numb. It was more comfortable to bend slightly rather than sit up straight.





The feeling of Haeseong’s body inside him lingered in his hips with a dull ache and heat. It was as though yesterday’s events weren’t just a dream, and the traces of them didn’t feel unpleasant.





Once he finished in the bathroom, he walked out to the living room, where a light meal was waiting on the table. He sat awkwardly in the seat across from Haeseong, who gestured to him. The simple porridge and fish soup with a few unspicy side dishes surprisingly stimulated his appetite. Realizing he hadn’t eaten in over half a day, he became even hungrier.





After a few spoonfuls of the warm soup, Haeseong spoke.





“Your phone has been ringing continuously in your jacket.”





“Ah, yes. It’s probably work-related.”





“I thought it might be from your manager, so I answered it.”





“… What?”





Hongseo paused, the spoon hovering over the porridge.





“I didn’t want them to keep worrying, so I told them you were resting nearby, that you were asleep now, and I’d make sure to take you home when you wake up. I told them not to worry.”





It was odd that Haeseong, the major investor of the movie, ARA, had been the one to take care of Yoon Hyean when his body was unwell, while others from the production company were left out. Just that fact alone was strange.





Haeseong’s expression and voice were calm, as though it was just another matter to him.





“Did I do something wrong?”





He asked casually, his tone and face steady.
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    “Why? Did I do something unnecessary?”



    



    Even as he asked, his tone and expression remained calm, with a subtle pressure in his eyes that suggested he would not accept any answer other than one that confirmed he had done the right thing. It was the look of a person with the authority to push forward regardless of opposition—something only those with power to impose their will could carry. This was a face that Hongseo had never seen in Haeseong before.



    



    Hongseo set down his spoon and shook his head.



    



    “It’s not that, I just think people might think it’s strange.”



    



    Haeseong tilted his head slightly.



    



    “What do you mean?”



    



    “That people might think there’s something between the vice president and me…”



    



    “Actually, there is something between us.”



    



    His posture, with one hand resting on his crossed leg and the other holding the coffee cup on the saucer, was flawless—elegant. He mentioned the previous night’s sex so matter-of-factly, as if it were something dry and unimportant. The next moment, as he relaxed his shoulders and his expression softened, Hongseo realized it had been his subtle attempt at humor.



    



    “Are you worried about what people think? About the rumors?”



    



    At the unexpected comment, Hongseo was a little taken aback, but he didn’t care about others’ thoughts or rumors either.



    



    “Yoon Hyean... I’ve got a bad reputation from the past. People might start rumors about me being a sponsor or something.”



    



    “Exactly. Are you worried?”



    



    “……”



    



    He was telling him to forget about other people or rumors and just talk about his own feelings. That was the message in his eyes and expression, stronger than any words. Hongseo did not look away and answered.



    



    “No.”



    



    Finally, Haeseong seemed satisfied with the response. He slightly raised his chin and relaxed back into his seat.



    



    The movement of his thumb, rubbing the rim of the coffee cup, was smooth and calm.



    



    “Haeseong keeps looking out for me, and it’s getting a little too much. Just tell people that.”



    



    “……”



    



    “I’ll take care of the rest.”



    



    As he brought the cup to his lips, Haeseong raised an eyebrow, glancing at Hongseo.



    



    “Finish your meal.”



    



    It seemed like a simple matter to him, as if handling people’s gazes or rumors was easier than crushing a macaroon with his fist.



    



    In the past, Haeseong had been soft, gentle, and willingly lowered himself to show a playful side to create a sense of closeness with others. He had been the ideal, rich heir one might see in a movie. Now, he resembled a villainous CEO in a drama.



    



    “Did you see it earlier? In the end, I’m the type of person who uses my position to create the situation I want when I need to.”



    



    As he had once said, now he seemed fully prepared to use and wield whatever he had to create the circumstances he desired.



    



    But of course, that did not mean that Haeseong could become a villain to Hongseo. It was just a shift in the atmosphere.



    



    Throughout the meal, the events of the previous night came back one by one. Like a brilliant composer suddenly scribbling down a melody he didn’t want to forget, it made Hongseo’s mind spin.



    



    During the sex, his consciousness had faded and scattered, and all he could do was gasp while enduring Haeseong’s thrusts. But he had not forgotten the significant things Haeseong had said before.



    



    What conclusion had he come to? Was that why he told him not to worry about what people said? The idea that Haeseong would make such a sacrifice for Yoon Hyean seemed strange.



    



    Hongseo couldn’t even taste the savory flavor of the abalone porridge in his mouth. He couldn’t even feel the refreshing taste of the dried fish soup anymore. His heart was beating too fast, and he mechanically moved his spoon and chewed.



    



    It was a tremor caused by a long-lost feeling of expectation and hope, not anxiety or fear.



    



    After the meal, Haeseong naturally intended to drive Hongseo home.



    



    Hongseo had planned to say it wasn’t a long distance and that he could take a taxi, but he gave up. There was no point in saying such things to a man who wasn’t going to compromise. It would only make things more bothersome, just as he had intended.



    



    Haeseong didn’t try to confirm anything about the events of the previous night. His face was lost in thought as he focused solely on driving.



    



    It was November. The early morning air had turned chilly, almost cold. The dawn was slowly approaching. The rain from the night before had weakened, but it still fell enough to require the windshield wipers.



    



    The silence was both comfortable and tense. Hongseo would occasionally glance at Haeseong, and each time, he would turn to look at him, as if sensing the gaze. Every time he tried to force a smile, he seemed to be in pain.



    



    Instead of dropping him off at the entrance of his officetel, Haeseong drove to the underground parking garage. They got out of the car together, took the elevator together, and walked down the hallway together.



    



    “Are you... going in?”



    



    Only in front of the door did Hongseo finally gather enough courage to ask.



    



    Haeseong, with both hands shoved into his pants pockets, stepped closer behind him, urging him to open the door quickly.



    



    “Just inside the door.”



    



    The room, with the blinds drawn and the interior angled in shadow, felt dim. Tiffany wasn’t there to greet him as Hongseo had expected, since she wasn’t the type to come out when he came home.



    



    They stood facing each other in the narrow hallway. Haeseong looked down at Hongseo with an expression that seemed dissatisfied. He clicked his tongue lightly and gently stroked his eye with his right hand.



    



    “You’re a mess from crying.”



    



    “I’m fine. I don’t have any special schedules.”



    



    It was a resilient tone, so much so that it felt out of place in the heavy, subdued atmosphere. Still, Hongseo looked him in the eye and didn’t look away. He knew it was time to leave soon.



    



    Haeseong carefully touched his swollen eyes and, as he examined Hongseo’s face up close, he smiled briefly as if he had discovered something in Hongseo’s gaze.



    



    “If you have something to say, go ahead.”



    



    “Will you come to the next script study session?”



    



    Was that all he wanted to say? Haeseong chuckled, a bit empty.



    



    “Do you want me to come?”



    



    Hongseo nodded vigorously, his sincerity evident.



    



    Haeseong looked at Hongseo’s face for a long time in silence. Until the sensor above them turned off.



    



    In the deepening twilight, his eyes shone, and his lips moved.



    



    “Everyone has a way of speaking.”



    



    “……”



    



    “Not just the way they speak, but every action carries a unique ‘tone.’ The way they walk, the expression they make when they’re flustered, the angle at which their lips curl when they’re displeased, the tightness of their jaw when they’re holding back their emotions... These tiny characteristics come together to create a ‘tone’ that belongs to no one else.”



    



    His voice was more husky than usual, likely because he hadn’t slept well. Even so, his calm storytelling was pleasant to listen to. Hongseo listened carefully.



    



    “When I lived at my parents' house, I could tell who it was just by hearing the sound of slippers in the hallway.”



    



    Hongseo thought he understood what Haeseong meant. Before moving into the new place that Haeseong had prepared for him, Hongseo had had a similar experience at his old apartment. Just by hearing footsteps on the stairs, he could tell whether it was his manager, Jeong Ji-in, Hyun-soo, or even the old lady living upstairs.



    



    “Some distinctive speech patterns, expressions, or habits might be imitated, but you can’t replicate someone’s unique ‘tone’ entirely.”



    



    His voice became cautious, as if he were carefully cupping clear, precious water with both hands in the middle of a dense, silent forest.



    



    “For example, the look you gave just now when you wanted to say something, or the look in your eyes now... the way you’re gazing at me with blind affection... that’s what I’m talking about.”



    



    At the end of his words, Haeseong smiled barely visible, lightly pinching Hongseo’s nose with his thumb and forefinger. Then he bent down slightly, as if a large wall were gently tilting in front of him. The sensor above them lit up again. In the deeper shadows cast on his face, Haeseong’s expression seemed especially sad.



    



    “Come find me if you want to see me.”



    



    “……”



    



    “Keep your promise.”



    



    “Promise?”



    



    Hongseo was completely captivated by the cryptic, secretive words Haeseong was saying. Even if he didn’t understand what it meant right away, it didn’t matter. He swallowed hard, his voice lowering to match Haeseong’s, feeling like a child listening to a magical fairy tale, drawn in by his words.



    



    As Haeseong straightened up again, his face moved further away.



    



    “To wake the princess from the terrible spell, you need a decisive performance.”



    



    “……”



    



    “You have to fight through the thorns, climb the tall castle, or even fight the dragon... You have to show the princess you won’t give up.”



    



    “……”



    



    “That you’re the prince.”



    



    He emphasized that part. Perhaps because of the shadow created by the sensor light, his face appeared especially sad.



    



    And so they stood facing each other in the dark, staring at each other as the sensor switched off. Without trying to decode his cryptic words logically, they connected through their gazes, as if his emotions and thoughts were flowing directly into Hongseo. Hongseo forgot to blink, focusing entirely on him.



    



    You have to show the princess you won’t give up.



    



    Although he didn’t fully understand what it meant yet, Hongseo found himself nodding without realizing it. He had the will to show something, to not give up on the princess.



    



    Haeseong smiled again, this time painfully, as he looked down at Hongseo nodding resolutely. A large, warm hand reached up to cover his cheeks and ears, just like before.



    



    “Then save me.”



    



    “……”



    



    “The princess will wait with her eyes closed.”



    



    The sound of air moving under his palm, covering Hongseo’s ear, was layered with Haeseong’s voice. It felt like he was hearing a distress call underwater—far away but with an intense, resonant echo.
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    "Save me, then."



    



    "......"



    



    "The princess will wait with her eyes closed."



    



    His voice was layered over the sound of air flowing within the palm of his hand, which covered her ear. It felt like hearing his call for help from underwater, distant yet carrying a deeper resonance.



    



    Even after he left the entrance, after his footsteps faded as he took the elevator and completely disappeared, Choi Hong-seo remained standing in the same spot.



    



    She didn’t know how much time had passed. She could hear Tiffany's cry from inside the house, as if scolding her for not coming in yet. *Nyaa*, *tok, tok*, *dodo dodo*. The cat, having jumped down from the cat tower, walked toward the entrance. Choi Hong-seo crouched down and began gently petting her back. Since the day the first call came under the name 'Carrot Seller,' Tiffany had allowed this much affection.



    



    "Are you mad because I stayed out last night? Were you waiting for me?"



    



    There was an automatic feeder, so there was no shortage of food or water. Tiffany probably hadn't been anxiously waiting for her return either. Still, Choi Hong-seo spoke to her as if she were a beloved pet, just for the sake of it.



    



    She stroked the long fur from her back to the tail multiple times while reflecting on the events that had happened since yesterday. It was hard to believe that she had only been gone for a single day. It felt as though she had just returned home after a long adventure, exhausted and barely making it back to her hometown.



    



    "Could I hold you the same way as Choi Hong-seo?"



    



    She thought that they would only end up hurting each other in the end. Even so, Lee Hae-sung must have suggested it with that same thought, and Choi Hong-seo, too, could not refuse, even while thinking the same thing. If they could embrace each other, even with all the imperfections, the scars left would not seem like a high price to pay.



    



    The situation had been a mess until the moment he tried to end things prematurely.



    



    But once he desperately approached and began writing on her back, things changed.



    



    She had fallen into a sleep so deep that she hadn't even realized she had drifted off, but she hadn’t expected him to stay with her in the room during that time. Since then, he had been kind, but it was a different type of kindness than before.



    



    When he had visited her home before, deliberately treating her like 'Yun Hye-an,' it was not the same kindness. This time, it felt different.



    



    Choi Hong-seo stopped petting Tiffany as the thought crossed her mind.



    



    After waking up, until he brought her here and left, she realized that he had never once called her 'Yun Hye-an.' No matter how much she searched her memories, there was no time he had addressed her that way.



    



    It felt like a big clue in the story of the princess and the prince, and her heart began to race again. *Nyaa?* Tiffany meowed, urging her to continue petting, but Choi Hong-seo was lost in thought.



    



    He had stayed with her until the morning, prepared meals for her, and without minding people's opinions, he openly showed that Lee Hae-sung of ARA was with Yun Hye-an.



    



    Above all, the way he had cupped her cheek and ear at the end felt no different than before. And because of that, Choi Hong-seo hadn’t suspected it.



    



    She hadn't expected him to vanish from her sight after that.



    



    ---



    



    The road to the memorial hall in Hanam was wide and clear. The sky had cleared as if the rain that had poured earlier had been a lie.



    



    "It's almost winter now. They said it would drop to 0°C tomorrow morning, but it’s only 5°C today with the sky so clear," said Yong-jae, glancing at the phone holder in the driver's seat. Choi Hong-seo, who had been absent-mindedly staring out the window, shifted her gaze to him. Since the rain had stopped a few days ago, the temperature had dropped significantly, and as Yong-jae had said, Choi Hong-seo had prepared by bringing a thin padded jacket.



    



    "Sorry for asking you to come with me on a day off," she said.



    



    "Even if you're free, I'm still working, so don’t apologize for that." Yong-jae laughed lightly as he exited the highway, following signs toward Gwangju.



    



    "Can you believe it’s already been a year? Time flies," he said.



    



    "......"



    



    "After that incident, your accident... everything was such a mess that the Choi Hong-seo case got buried," he continued.



    



    The "incident" he referred to was when Choi Hong-seo died in Thailand. Yun Hye-an had jumped from a building months later during the X-guy scandal trial. The agency, ENA, probably didn't have the resources to care about something like the X-guy scandal, not with everything that had happened. That was how the world worked. No matter how big a public event was, personal matters always took precedence.



    



    "It's so empty around here... maybe it's because it's winter, but the trees have shed all their leaves, and it's so desolate," Yong-jae commented as they pulled into the memorial hall's parking lot.



    



    The memorial hall wasn't far from the IC exit. As Jae-woo carefully surveyed the area, Choi Hong-seo put on her outerwear and picked up a small bouquet of chrysanthemums she had brought from the passenger seat. Last time she had come here, she couldn’t even bear to bring flowers, but this time she had prepared them.



    



    "It’s 20 minutes, right? If you don’t contact me or come out after 20 minutes, I’ll come in to check," Yong-jae asked.



    



    "Yeah, please do," Choi Hong-seo replied.



    



    "Are you sure you don’t want to come in?" he asked with concern.



    



    She smiled at Yong-jae, stepped out of the car, and felt the cold air sharply, even though it wasn’t a long distance from Seoul.



    



    *Haa...*



    



    She took a deep breath while staring at the memorial hall, and her breath formed a mist in the air.



    



    Her own death anniversary was just a few days away. The memories and feelings of Choi Hong-seo still lived on in someone else's body, but she was still struggling with the fact that her anniversary was approaching. It was a constant internal conflict within her.



    



    She had known that fans would be holding an event on the anniversary, so she decided to visit today instead.



    



    She wanted to come back once more. She wanted to face death properly once again. She felt that if she did, she would be able to take another step forward, even though she couldn't really say where she was going, only sensing that there was something important ahead.



    



    Even though she had visited this place before, the atmosphere was colder than she remembered, probably because the season had changed.



    



    When she first came here, still unable to properly accept that she had awoken in Yun Hye-an's body, she was mentally unstable. She couldn’t even remember the location of the VIP resting room.



    



    She checked the map in the central hall and slowly moved towards it.



    



    There was one more thing she needed to confirm while here.



    



    This was where she had first fainted after waking up in Yun Hye-an's body. Afterward, the next incident had occurred at Lee Hae-sung’s house in Seocho-dong, and although she had experienced symptoms in the director Kang Woo-hyun’s living room, she had never passed out again.



    



    She wanted to understand the cause of the symptoms.



    



    After several script study sessions at Kang Woo-hyun's house, the symptoms hadn't repeated. The only time it had happened was when she had been with Lee Hae-sung.



    



    She guessed that the symptoms might be triggered by recalling memories or emotions strongly connected to places deeply tied to Choi Hong-seo. But for now, she could only speculate. Still, she had no answers.



    



    Since there was a possibility that the symptoms could appear suddenly, she had asked Yong-jae to accompany her today. She had told him that if she didn’t contact him or come out within 20 minutes, he should come inside to check.



    



    ---



    



    As soon as she entered the VIP resting room, she started feeling unwell. Her reaction was much faster than when she had first visited. It wasn’t so severe, just a feeling like motion sickness, but it was bearable.



    



    In the center of the VIP room, a new flower offering stand had been added, something that wasn't there before. It was set up in preparation for an expected increase in visitors for the 1st anniversary of Choi Hong-seo's death. Flowers, gifts, and messages from fans who had already visited were placed there, and the stand itself was meticulously decorated. Choi Hong-seo immediately recognized who had put such care into this memorial.



    



    Suddenly, a wave of dizziness came over him, and cold sweat began to pour down. It seemed unlikely that his body would allow him to calmly examine these items.



    



    Choi Hong-seo hurriedly captured every detail of the offering stand with his phone camera. His hands started to tremble. It felt like being trapped in an airtight room with a gas leak, and the terror came rushing in.



    



    When he had first visited, he hadn’t known anything. He hadn’t anticipated such events, and the symptoms had come on suddenly. But now, he knew that these symptoms would eventually lead to him losing consciousness, and he understood that this phenomenon, like some supernatural occurrence, couldn’t be explained by medicine or science.



    



    It was terrifying.



    



    What scared him was not the symptoms themselves, but the fact that he was being exposed to these strange phenomena without any way to prepare for them.



    



    No, his very existence was a phenomenon. He was a monster that no one could accept, and to the world, his existence was a lie. Who would ever believe in such a being?



    



    Tears welled up more than sweat. Before the symptoms could worsen, he quickly left the VIP room. He hurried outside and collapsed onto a bench, breathing in the fresh air.



    



    Gradually, he began to feel his body returning to normal. Even this response felt frightening. He couldn’t tell if the tears were from sorrow or fear.



    



    "Am I a ghost, or am I a corpse?"



    



    In an instant, the voice of the shaman from the shamanic ritual in Gangwon-do struck his mind like a lightning bolt.



    



    "Even if the living imitate walking, talking, and chewing food, they are corpses, and whether they are happy, angry, sad, or joyful, in the end, they are ghosts. How did a ghost obtain a body, and how did a corpse get a soul?"



    



    At the time, he had been terrified by her energy and had shaken in fear, but she had said exactly that.



    



    A ghost exists without a body, and a corpse is a body without a soul.



    



    If the shaman truly knew this situation, then the ghost was Choi Hong-seo, and the corpse was Yun Hye-an. A ghost that had obtained a body. He, in his current form, was that grotesque existence. He had no idea when his soul might leave again, leaving him without hands, without a voice, wandering as a formless being in the universe.



    



    When would he lose consciousness again? Would he be able to wake up again, just like before? He couldn’t make any guarantees.



    



    The merciless, cold wind scraped his tear-streaked cheek painfully. Choi Hong-seo wiped his tears carelessly with the back of his hand.



    



    Facing vivid terror, the reality behind it became clear. In his tear-filled eyes, a new resolve glinted.



    



    He would tell him.



    



    Even if he wasn’t believed, even if he was treated like a madman, he would beg and plead, clinging to his legs if necessary, to ask him to listen to his story until the end.
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    Choi Hong-seo wiped his tears with his hand and then rubbed it against his thigh. He slowly opened his hand and looked down at his palm. The hand that looked back at him wasn’t his own. His body had changed. "I love you." The body he had once known, the one he had engraved with his fingertips, was no longer here.



    



    That body had lost its life, been cremated in a distant foreign land, and its ashes were now enshrined in that memorial hall. Yet, his mind was still very much alive here.



    



    A chill ran down his spine, and his entire body trembled violently.



    



    The memories and emotions of who he had been, Choi Hong-seo, flowed within this body, unchanged and complete. Every experience, every feeling that had been the most meaningful in his life, and the will to carry on were still intact. The only thing that had changed was the shell surrounding his consciousness.



    



    Choi Hong-seo slowly clenched his left hand again.



    



    This time… the situation was different. No situation could ever be as devastating as it had been back then.



    



    He had asked to share his horrifying past with him, to use his position and power to resolve it. He had begged for forgiveness, knowing the demon who had orchestrated that past would leave a stain on him as well, but he had asked him to bear it.



    



    If he didn’t have to say those things, he felt like he could tell him anything, muster the courage to speak out.



    



    He called Yong-jae, who was likely watching him from the driver’s seat. After saying he was going for a brief walk in the park behind the memorial hall, he waved in the direction of the car.



    



    The walking path, which wound through the gently sloping hills behind the memorial hall, was lined with natural greenery. When he had visited last, a few locals had been out for exercise, but today, no one was around, likely due to the sudden drop in temperature.



    



    Choi Hong-seo entered the park, where his figure would no longer be visible from the parking lot, and took his phone out of his jacket pocket.



    



    "Carrot seller."



    



    He had received calls from him, but he had never dared to call him directly from this number.



    



    He remembered dialing this number when he was still "Choi Hong-seo," trying to make the call for the last time. In the end, he had watched the phone but never completed the call.



    



    He counted slowly to five, preparing himself for the worst, but the phone’s off message greeted him instead.



    



    For a moment, he felt discouraged, but there was no time to waste. If he was going to muster the courage now, he had to push forward.



    



    He had been in touch with Manager Kang while arranging a consultation with the doctor in New York, so that number was still available. He dialed the number saved under "Manager Kang." It might have been even harder and scarier than calling Vice President Lee, but he didn't hesitate.



    



    "Hello, this is Yun… Hye-an."



    



    [Hello.]



    



    In the short greeting, Choi Hong-seo could sense a hint of confusion, as if asking, "Why are you calling?" He hesitated for a moment but clenched his fist and stepped forward.



    



    "I know it’s rude, but... is there any way I could speak with the vice president?"



    



    [May I ask what this is about?]



    



    "I have something very important to tell the vice president. It’s... really important. But I can’t get in touch with him, his phone is off."



    



    He wasn’t trying to be annoying. He carefully emphasized that he had the vice president’s personal contact.



    



    [Sorry, but I’m not authorized to connect calls to the vice president or relay messages.]



    



    As expected, the response was dry and mechanical. Choi Hong-seo stopped walking. He gripped the phone with both hands.



    



    "Is there no way? Please, he told me to come and meet him... he asked me to come directly. But I can't get in touch with him, that’s why I’m calling. I swear, it’s true."



    



    His voice trembled. It wasn’t out of an attempt to gain sympathy, but it was clear it wouldn’t be enough to sway Manager Kang's cold demeanor. Whether his voice trembled or someone was dying in front of him, Manager Kang would only follow the rules. Choi Hong-seo knew that much.



    



    Even knowing that, he couldn’t back down. The vice president had asked him to come in person, but then turned off his phone. That was a clear rejection of communication. He had no choice but to cling to Manager Kang.



    



    "...Please believe me. It will only take a moment to set up an appointment, just a short time. How can I meet the vice president? Please, just that."



    



    Manager Kang, who had been silent, finally spoke in his unchanged monotone.



    



    [If the vice president said to come find him directly, that must mean something. And if he blocked the means to contact him, that too must mean something.]



    



    "..."



    



    [He isn’t someone who speaks without meaning.]



    



    "..."



    



    [That’s all I can say. Goodbye.]



    



    The call with Manager Kang, who had felt like the last connection to Vice President Lee, ended abruptly.



    



    It seemed contradictory to tell him to come in person yet cut off all ways to meet. But Manager Kang was right. Vice President Lee was not a man to speak aimlessly. He wasn’t someone who would say things just to make trouble.



    



    Meaning… meaning…



    



    As he climbed the gentle slope of the trail, he repeated the words the vice president had spoken in his mind.



    



    "If you want to meet me, then this time, come find me yourself."



    



    "..."



    



    "Keep your promise."



    



    A promise. Which promise was he referring to? The promise from his past, when he was Choi Hong-seo?



    



    "So, save me."



    



    "..."



    



    "The princess will wait with her eyes closed."



    



    Was he waiting somewhere? At the place of their promise?



    



    Beyond the thorny bushes, at the top of an old, decaying castle, among the seven dwarfs who had left with lunch boxes, or in the abandoned castle that terrified the villagers, or in the form of the cursed beast, in the solitude of time.



    



    Where are you? Where should I go to find you? I know I’m a fool.



    



    He was disgusted by his own inadequacy, unable to even uncover the meaning of the words he left behind despite loving him so much.



    



    The walking path, which connected narrow streams from the mountain, led to a bridge. He stopped there, gripping the railing, and gazed at the scenery. The wind scraped the Han River as it passed, and on the other side, hills similar to the ones here rose. A long tail cloud, a contrail, streaked across the sky. He couldn't see the plane itself, but he looked up at the cloud, which slashed through the sky from the west to the east.



    



    Suddenly, he tightened his grip on the railing with intense force..



    



    Lampas.



    



    A comet.



    



    A tail star.



    



    A shiver ran through his entire body.



    



    Too excited, he fumbled with his jumper and dropped his phone twice.



    



    He had made many promises. All of them were promises that hadn’t been fulfilled. But now, he was certain this was right. One of the secrets he had shared only with him.



    



    Trying to calm his breath, which kept rushing ahead, he opened the internet app. The home screen, though not sophisticated, was charming and full of care, just like the one he was familiar with. A slow pop-up window appeared.



    



    Lampas Personal Exhibition



    



    《Come Back》



    



    20xx. 11. 5 ~ 11. 19



    



    Come back.



    



    In the promised place, he was waiting for someone who was none other than ‘Choi Hong-seo’ to find him. Even if the person he was waiting for wasn’t ‘this Choi Hong-seo,’ this time, I would give him what he wanted. I would give him the belief in something impossible. That he had loved me, and that he still loved me. That, in itself, was an impossible thing, yet a miracle that happened. And now, just a little bit more of that miracle was added.



    



    "For example, the expression you had just a moment ago, or the look in your eyes right now... the one where you look up at me with blind affection... that’s what I mean."



    



    Beyond Yun Hye-an’s physical body, he was looking at Choi Hong-seo. He had said that. He had asked to be shown something to believe in the impossible. To be saved from this chaos.



    



    He had told me clearly and distinctly from the start, but I had been too foolish to understand.



    



    On his way back to the parking lot, Choi Hong-seo’s legs were almost running.



    



    "Did you go? What’s the rush, running like that..."



    



    "Yong-jae."



    



    "Yes, hyung."



    



    "I’m going to the US for a bit."



    



    "Huh? The US? The one I know? When?"



    



    "I’m going to check for available flights and leave as soon as I can."



    



    "Did something... come back to you?"



    



    Yong-jae’s words made him remember that Yun Hye-an was from the US. Choi Hong-seo shook his head.



    



    "Not exactly, but I need to check something in person. It’ll only take a few days."



    



    He spoke carefully, as if reluctant to explain further, and Yong-jae didn’t ask any more questions.



    



    "The script study scheduled for this weekend has been postponed, so... there’s no problem with the schedule."



    



    That’s right. The script study scheduled for the weekend had been postponed. The production company hadn’t explained the reason, and when Choi Hong-seo had received the notice, he hadn’t been curious about it. Part of him was disappointed that he wouldn’t have the chance to meet him, but another part was relieved. After visiting the shaman with Lee Yeong-seong, he wasn’t ready to face people’s curiosity about what had happened. He had deliberately ignored Park Dong-ha’s message asking about that day.



    



    But now that he thought about it, it seemed like this too might have been a move influenced by Lee Yeong-seong’s will. Even if it was overly optimistic, he didn’t mind.



    



    On the way back to Seoul, the tail cloud had already vanished, and the long gash in the sky had healed seamlessly.



    



    He had never taken a flight without a manager, never traveled abroad on his own, never spoken English well, and froze whenever a foreigner spoke to him. But none of those things were an issue.



    



    The red brick gallery between downtown LA and Long Beach.



    



    How many times had he imagined going there alone? He was sure he wouldn’t get lost even in his dreams. Whether the path there was filled with thorns, high castles, dragons, or anything else. For the princess.
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    "Tourist?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    "Let's see... Korean?"



    



    "Yes."



    



    The taxi driver, with a scruffy beard, asked briefly in a cheerful and friendly voice. Choi Hong-seo, who was extremely tense, responded briefly.



    



    The taxi, with its dented exterior, had a disastrous interior as well. The seat cushions were torn in places, there was dust from lack of cleaning, and the seats reeked of cigarette smoke. All Choi Hong-seo could do to cope with the situation was roll the half-open window down further.



    



    The air of Southern California in November, reminiscent of spring and fall in Korea, filled the car. The sunlight was warm, and the breeze was refreshing. However, it was impossible to relax and enjoy them with the extreme tension he was feeling.



    



    Not even leaning back in the seat, he held onto the strap of his bag across his chest and kept his eyes on his phone, opening Google Maps.



    



    "Why didn't you stay in the city? Why come all the way out here to a remote place? You don't look like the type who'd be holed up in a run-down hotel casino, playing the slots. Ah, are you visiting a relative?"



    



    With his limited English skills, Choi Hong-seo couldn’t understand most of the driver’s words, which were accompanied by chewing gum.



    



    "Sorry, but I don't speak English well."



    



    After Choi Hong-seo's stumbling response, the driver glanced at him through the rearview mirror.



    



    "Tour, no tour?"



    



    "No, I'm fine."



    



    "Hollywood, Koreatown, Universal Studios. Tour. I'll give you a good price."



    



    The driver kept offering tours, adjusting his words to match Choi Hong-seo's level of English. It felt less like an offer and more like a demand, as he kept pushing for the tour while driving through a quiet, unfamiliar road, not a bustling downtown area, with only the two of them in the taxi.



    



    This taxi had been called by the hotel because Ubers weren’t allowed into the hotel premises. He had hoped that a taxi called by the hotel would be trustworthy, but it turned out to be the opposite. Choi Hong-seo had felt uneasy when he first saw the taxi approaching the hotel entrance, and his suspicion was soon proven right. After picking him up, the driver exchanged a few words with the doorman and handed over some money, which seemed to be a commission for letting him take a passenger.



    



    "No tour? Then a restaurant."



    



    "I'm fine. I’ll just go back to the hotel."



    



    "Very nice seafood restaurant."



    



    After insisting on the tour for five minutes, the driver finally turned the conversation to recommending a restaurant. He repeatedly gave a thumbs-up, praising a seafood restaurant, likely because he would receive a commission for bringing customers there.



    



    The gallery was only an 8-minute drive from the hotel, and Choi Hong-seo never expected such a stressful situation to unfold during those 8 minutes.



    



    The taxi stopped in front of a restaurant with a blue awning.



    



    "Restaurant. Lunch. Good. Very good."



    



    The driver turned around and pointed at the restaurant while giving another thumbs-up. Choi Hong-seo desperately pointed at the destination on his phone screen, almost pleading.



    



    "No, I'm not hungry. Please take me here. Please."



    



    The driver, who had dropped his cheerful tone long ago, now spoke in an angry voice, tapping the steering wheel.



    



    "Hey. Do you think people like us drive all the way out here and pay a commission to pick up tourists for fun? Do you have a death wish? Get out! If you're going to use that app, go walk yourself!"



    



    The driver insisted that Choi Hong-seo pay both the taxi fare and the commission he had given to the doorman. Choi Hong-seo thought it was unfair, but there was nothing he could do. He had no choice but to pay him. He didn’t want to escalate the situation further. He just wanted to get out of the taxi as soon as possible.



    



    Even though the driver left him stranded in the middle of the street without reaching the destination, he rolled down the window and cursed all the way until he was out of sight. Choi Hong-seo, however, felt a sense of relief that the driver had finally gone.



    



    According to Google Maps, the gallery was about a 15-minute walk away. The path wasn’t complicated, so he figured he could easily find it.



    



    What had just happened was simply bad luck. He had used a regular taxi to get from the airport to the hotel, and that driver had been very kind. Furthermore, Choi Hong-seo was so excited now that this small incident didn’t bother him. With his mind focused on one thing, everything else seemed insignificant.



    



    He began walking, relying on Google Maps.



    



    There were cars parked along the side of the road, but there were very few people walking around. The streets felt a little eerie, and there wasn’t a single tourist spot in sight. It wasn’t even a shopping district, so there was no vibrancy at all.



    



    Two middle school-aged boys, leaning against the window of a closed shop, stared at him with curious eyes and laughed loudly at something between themselves. Choi Hong-seo quickened his pace, hoping they wouldn’t approach him or start following.



    



    He turned at a relatively bright chicken restaurant chain. From there, it was just a straight path to the gallery. Even in November, walking in the midday sun made his back damp with sweat under his T-shirt. He kept his eyes focused ahead and walked on.



    



    Finally, familiar scenery began to appear.



    



    Because he had searched the area around the gallery on Google Maps countless times during his time as Choi Hong-seo, the buildings within a block of the gallery now felt almost familiar. His pace quickened, almost turning into a run.



    



    He stopped at the last traffic light in front of a fast-food restaurant, and beyond the parking lot of a Mexican restaurant, he finally saw a small two-story building with red clay accents.



    



    His heart started to race. Not just a regular beat, but an overwhelming surge. His heart felt like it was about to burst and leap out of his throat. It was the kind of miraculous feeling you get when seeing a place from a movie or animation that you thought could never be real.



    



    At that moment, all the tension, exhaustion, and anxiety disappeared.



    



    Following the traffic light, Choi Hong-seo slowly crossed the crosswalk and approached the gallery.



    



    He passed by a Mexican restaurant with frosted windows that prevented anyone from seeing inside, then walked past a laundromat with thick metal bars on every window. In stark contrast to the desolate atmosphere of the street, he arrived at the charming two-story building that reminded him of southern Spain or Italy, and finally stopped in front of it. How many times had he imagined walking this path, seeing himself here?



    



    "......"



    



    Even the arched windows of the gallery were covered with iron bars. A poster attached to one of the windows caught his attention.



    



    **Comeback.**



    



    It was a simple poster announcing the schedule for Lampas' photo exhibition. Unlike typical exhibition posters, which usually feature one of the representative works, this was more of a notice about the schedule. But to Choi Hong-seo, there was no issue with it.



    



    For him, that poster was like a stamp of confirmation that he had come to the right place. It was a promise, a promise he hadn't been able to keep in his previous life, and now he could finally fulfill it.



    



    With trembling hands, he captured the image of the poster with his phone camera. Suddenly feeling a gaze from inside, he looked up and saw an elderly woman watching him with a smile. After briefly nodding to her, he opened the white-painted iron door and entered.



    



    She welcomed him with a smile over her magnifying glasses, which hung just at the tip of her nose.



    



    "Welcome."



    



    "Hello."



    



    Her appearance was exactly as seen in the photos visitors had uploaded on Google Maps. Unlike the desolate outside, the gallery’s interior was decorated in a cozy, almost fairy-tale-like manner. Choi Hong-seo slowly walked toward the counter, taking in the surroundings.



    



    "I came to see Lampas' photo exhibition."



    



    "You don’t look like someone just passing by..."



    



    She took off her glasses and placed them on the counter before continuing.



    



    "Actually, it’s unusual for someone to just drop by this gallery."



    



    Her clear gray eyes, now exposed, studied Choi Hong-seo with a smile. She pointed to the upstairs with the hand holding her glasses and said:



    



    "The exhibition is prepared upstairs. Go up and take your time."



    



    "Is there an entrance fee, or...?"



    



    "No, there’s no fee. Feel free to take a look."



    



    "Thank you."



    



    Choi Hong-seo retracted his hand, which had been about to reach for his wallet, and nodded respectfully. He slowly began climbing the narrow and steep stairs that led to the second floor. The stairs were the kind without a railing, with walls on both sides.



    



    It felt like he was climbing a secret staircase leading to a place beyond the reach of a living human body, as if ascending to the heavens. The feeling was almost sacred. He gripped his bag strap tightly, almost as if to keep himself grounded. Slowly, the second-floor hall began to come into view. Through the large window at the end of the narrow, corridor-like hall, sunlight poured in abundantly. The light reflected off the white walls, dazzling his eyes.



    



    Even after reaching the top of the stairs, Choi Hong-seo couldn’t immediately take his eyes off the old gray tiles beneath him. He slowly walked to the center of the hall.



    



    One, two, three, four... five.



    



    He had prepared himself. He had even prepared himself for the fact that he would not be able to hold back his tears. But even that preparation wasn’t enough.



    



    As if he had been holding his breath for too long, he could no longer suppress the words that came tumbling out, his lips trembling uncontrollably.



    



    "How... how is this... here...?"
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    Barely able to exhale the breath that had been trapped inside, Choi Hong-seo couldn't help but let the words spill out from his trembling lips.



    



    "How... how is this... here..."



    



    There weren't many photos hanging on the white walls. Some were hung side by side, almost as if they were a set, while others were attached vertically. Some maintained a distance from the others. What was certain, though, was that more than half of the photos decorating both walls were ones Choi Hong-seo had already seen.



    



    In the center of the long hall, Choi Hong-seo slowly took a step back. Then, he turned his body and backed up in the opposite direction. Like someone surrounded by wild beasts, he stumbled around the hall in confusion.



    



    Before leaving for the last time, before heading to the rooftop.



    



    These were the photos Choi Hong-seo had painstakingly erased one by one in the hotel room in Bangkok, Thailand. The photos he had deleted were now resurrected and hanging here, at this distant location, in "Lampas'" exhibition.



    



    The pain from back then, when it felt like he was erasing not just photos, but his memories, his life, and his very existence, awakened from the depths of his heart. His shoulders trembled irregularly, as if reliving the moment he had once collapsed, crying. But the tears still hadn't come.



    



    "......"



    



    His gaze stopped on a photo of a bird flying through a cloudy, empty sky.



    



    He remembered it was taken in Jakarta.



    



    However, there was nothing in the photo that could specify the location. Only a nameless bird flying alone in the cloudy sky, appearing very small in the distance.



    



    What truly caught Choi Hong-seo’s attention, though, was the other photo placed right next to it — a photo by Lampas.



    



    It was of a tree.



    



    A bare tree, seen from below, its branches reaching up to the sky. The leaves had mostly fallen, leaving the tree exposed, but its arms and embrace still open toward the heavens. It almost seemed as if the tree was telling the exhausted bird, which had flown through the empty sky, to rest its wings here.



    



    And so, the bird and the tree were together in perfect harmony, like one unified work of art.



    



    That was when the hot tears finally fell. The tears, unable to flow, gathered at the corners of his eyes and grew larger, almost the size of pearls. Without even grazing his cheeks, they fell straight to the floor with a heavy thud.



    



    There was also a photo of the view from the hotel room in Bangkok, taken as the torrential rain poured outside. It was the very last room he had stayed in. The city was obscured by the downpour, and all the lights blurred. It almost looked like a thick fog had settled over the area.



    



    Again, a photo by Lampas was placed below it.



    



    This time, it was a black-and-white image of a raging sea, with huge waves crashing violently. The towering waves seemed like they could swallow up anyone who might be standing at the beach taking the picture.



    



    It was sadness.



    



    Choi Hong-seo didn't know much about art. He couldn't appreciate paintings or photos in a sophisticated way. But he could understand the emotions conveyed by the artwork. He could feel that the person who had taken that photo was in great sorrow. He could tell that person had already been swallowed by the very waves he had captured.



    



    The photos he had left behind were responding to the photos of Lampas, as if they were answering each other.



    



    "Don’t share these photos through the messenger. Let’s show them to each other when we meet next time, okay?"



    



    "Or maybe, we can have a joint exhibition later."



    



    Just thinking about fulfilling the promise to visit "Lampas'" exhibition had driven him to this place, but there were even more promises being fulfilled.



    



    The tears blurred his vision like a downpour.



    



    This was his love, and the realization of a promise.



    



    He understood that he was buried within that love.



    



    He carefully gazed at each photo, tracing them with his eyes. He took special care to capture them with his phone camera. Afterward, he leaned against the windowsill and sat on the floor, letting time pass by.



    



    The sunlight that had filled the far corner of the hall began to recede like an ebbing tide. It slowly retreated from the tips of Choi Hong-seo’s feet, passing his knees and thighs before finally disappearing.



    



    He didn't want to leave. It felt like paradise, like a fairy tale world, like Lee Ha-seong’s embrace. He loved the place so much that he even wished it could be his grave.



    



    There were no photos of Lee Ha-seong or Choi Hong-seo hanging anywhere. But if the deleted memories had been recovered, there was no need to worry. The photos they had taken of each other, the ones they had hesitated to delete until the very end, would have all come back safely.



    



    Erasing the photos didn't mean he would forget him, and even if he erased his own existence, it didn't mean he would forget him. The memory of how he had steadied himself with that thought stirred his emotions.



    



    He lifted his head and turned his gaze toward the window, leaning against the sill. A large commercial building stood right across the street, and the sun was distorting above the palm trees planted in the parking lot.



    



    Watching the red sun dye the entire sky orange, he got up from his seat. He couldn’t tell how long he had been there — maybe just ten minutes, or maybe it felt like a lifetime. It was a strange feeling.



    



    The woman who ran the gallery was organizing something behind the counter.



    



    "I’m sorry. I’ve been here too long, haven’t I?"



    



    "Come over here and have a cup of tea before you leave."



    



    She smiled, as if it didn’t matter, and pointed to the sofa in front of the counter.



    



    Knowing that he wasn’t comfortable with English, she gave him space and didn’t engage in conversation while he drank his tea. Perhaps the paintings she was packing were sold ones, as she methodically wrapped them up.



    



    The warm, fragrant herbal tea replenished the fluids lost from his tears and helped calm the emotions that had flared up so intensely. The anxiety and tension he had felt while coming here had now disappeared, and he felt more comfortable, as if he had returned home.



    



    As she moved the wrapped artworks outside the counter, Choi Hong-seo put down his nearly finished cup of tea and hurried to help.



    



    "I’ll help you."



    



    "Thank you."



    



    After carefully placing around six or seven pieces by the entrance, the sky had already darkened into a deep sunset.



    



    "Can I come again tomorrow?"



    



    "Michelle."



    



    "......"



    



    "Call me Michelle."



    



    "Can I come again tomorrow, Michelle?"



    



    "Of course. As you can see, our gallery is always very quiet. Visitors are welcome anytime, especially a distinguished guest from so far away."



    



    "Thank you."



    



    Though he couldn’t understand everything she said, from her expression and tone, as well as a few words, he could tell that she was welcoming him. There were still a few days left. Before returning to Korea, he planned to come every day.



    



    "Uber?"



    



    "No. Hotel, Uber, no."



    



    Even from just the short words, she understood what he meant and kindly called a taxi for him. While waiting for the taxi, she also introduced him to a different taxi app, not Uber.



    



    At the hotel lobby, once again, no one paid any attention to Choi Hong-seo. Although there was a doorman, this wasn’t the kind of five-star hotel where every guest arriving was greeted with warmth. The doorman, who had firmly told Choi Hong-seo that Uber was not allowed and had called a taxi for him, was now helping a family guest take a commemorative photo in the lobby. He acted completely differently toward them, showing much more warmth. After receiving a tip, he kept bowing as he watched the family leave.



    



    Choi Hong-seo stood by the elevator, watching the scene with little interest.



    



    He returned to his old, gloomy hotel room and collapsed directly onto the bed.



    



    After a long, tense flight and only a small amount of in-flight food eaten in the past 20 hours, he wasn’t hungry at all. It wasn’t that he lacked appetite, but rather that he couldn’t feel hunger.



    



    Without even changing his clothes or covering himself with the blanket, he curled up in a fetal position and fell asleep. All he could think of was the excitement of going back to the "Lampas" exhibition the next day. He was looking forward to having more time tomorrow to check out souvenirs. He even thought he might find a mug there...



    



    With that thought, he fell into a deep sleep with a smile on his face.



    



    The next day, he left the hotel earlier than the previous day. He had breakfast at the hotel, and after a good night's sleep, he felt much less tired.



    



    After walking to a shopping mall behind the hotel and buying a small bouquet for Michelle, he used an app to call a taxi. Everything went smoothly, unlike yesterday. During the ride to the gallery, he was relaxed enough to lean back in the seat and look out the window at the scenery. It wasn’t the beautiful view that people often imagine when they think of LA, but since the destination was beautiful, the journey didn’t matter.



    



    Fortunately, Michelle was very happy with the modest gift.



    



    "Thank you so much for yesterday. It’s nothing much, but please accept it."



    



    He said this clumsily, having practiced with a translation app. She smiled and nodded while burying her nose in the flowers—purple, orange, and yellow chrysanthemums—taking in their fragrance.



    



    "How did you come up with such a beautiful idea? Now that you’ve given me a gift, you can stay as long as you want today."



    



    Like a grandson rushing to his hideout in the attic when visiting his grandmother’s house. Choi Hong-seo climbed the stairs to the second floor. His excitement and nervousness were the same as yesterday, but he wasn’t as tense this time. Now that he knew what was up there, there was no need to count the steps. He just wanted to hurry up and go.



    



    However, just a few steps from the top of the stairs, Choi Hong-seo stopped, unable to take the next step. The strap of his bag, which he had been holding loosely, was now tightly clenched in his hand until his fingers turned pale.



    



    He was standing in the same all-white space where sunlight poured in generously, just like the day before.



    



    In front of the photo of the bird and the tree. Wearing the ivory boat-neck sweater he had worn the day they walked Namsan together. He was staring at Choi Hong-seo, frozen on the stairs. In the reflected light, he looked like an angel.
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    In front of the photo of the bird and the tree. Wearing the ivory boat-neck sweater he had on the day they walked Namsan together. He was staring at Choi Hong-seo, who had stopped on the stairs. In the reflected light, he looked like an angel.



    



    Choi Hong-seo couldn’t dare approach.



    



    Wasn’t he the one who had called him from the void, from a place without form or voice, to this world? The all-powerful one standing right before him. In that moment, such a thought crossed his mind.



    



    Unlike Choi Hong-seo, whose feet had frozen in place, the man’s gaze and expression, as he gazed at him from a distance, showed no surprise or astonishment. That’s when he realized. He had been waiting for him.



    



    Choi Hong-seo carefully examined him, from his hairstyle to his posture, noting that he looked more relaxed and comfortable than when he wore a suit. His hair fell naturally over his forehead, his facial features sharper than when they had last met a few days ago, his lips slightly rough. And the summer boat-neck sweater he had worn that day, which had felt like their first date.



    



    The man turned his body slightly toward him, noticing where Choi Hong-seo’s gaze had gone. With both hands in his pants pockets, he stood with his back to the window where light poured in and asked,



    



    "Do you remember this outfit?"



    



    His dry voice was cracked.



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded.



    



    "When you took me back to the hotel... from Sowol Road."



    



    His voice didn’t sound like his own. Without realizing it, he took a step forward, placing his foot on the next stair.



    



    "Do you know what number meeting that was for us?"



    



    "...Second."



    



    *Us*. Was he referring to himself and the Choi Hong-seo standing before him, or to himself and the Choi Hong-seo who was not here?



    



    With that thought, he took another step up. The distance between them was now closer.



    



    "When you showed me the camera storage room."



    



    "..."



    



    "You asked me why I liked you. What was it about you that I liked."



    



    "..."



    



    "Do you remember what I said was the first reason?"



    



    "Outfocusing."



    



    His eyes narrowed as he looked at Choi Hong-seo. The quietness that had surrounded him cracked. His long, strong neck twitched as he swallowed dryly.



    



    Clutching the strap of his bag tightly, Choi Hong-seo took another step up the stairs. With every correct answer, it felt like he was allowed to get one step closer to him.



    



    The man tilted his head slightly, narrowing his brow. Breaking the silence, he wore an expression that seemed to be barely holding back sadness, regret, or anger.



    



    "When was the first time we slept together?"



    



    "In Ho Chi Minh... the day I returned."



    



    Another step up.



    



    He pulled a hand from his pocket and clenched his jaw.



    



    "Our last meeting."



    



    "The Nox Hotel. The underground parking lot..."



    



    With that answer, Choi Hong-seo reached the top of the stairs. The distance between them was now just two or three meters.



    



    The man looked at him with a careful yet awed gaze, as if he were meeting an unknown life form for the first time. He seemed worried that if he got too close, he might scare him off, or if he took too long, Choi Hong-seo might disappear in the blink of an eye.



    



    The hand that had been covering his mouth dropped to his side.



    



    "When Lee Hae-sung asked if you were seeing me. When Jeong Ji-in asked you that."



    



    "..."



    



    "What did you say? What did you say about me?"



    



    His voice trembled violently, unlike before.



    



    It wasn’t something that had happened between Lee Hae-sung and Choi Hong-seo. He never expected the man would have heard that story.



    



    The last call with Jeong Ji-in.



    



    He had been prepared for what would happen next. That’s why he had to deny him. To keep the filth from Lee Seo-kyung from tarnishing his name. He had to push him away. Maybe, at that moment, he had already been preparing for the end. Unconsciously, vaguely.



    



    The pain from denying his love resurfaced in his left chest. Lee Hae-sung had not missed a single shift in his expression, taking it all in.



    



    The hand that had gripped the bag strap like a lifeline began to tremble. His breathing became shallow. He bit his lips tightly, then released them to let out a breath.



    



    "That... at that time..."



    



    "I know. I know you tried to protect me. Just answer one thing, what did you say?"



    



    It felt like the world had suddenly blurred, as if standing right in the middle of a storm. Despite his words that he knew everything, Choi Hong-seo felt an overwhelming sense of guilt. He lowered his head and barely managed to move his lips.



    



    "Rojin..."



    



    Heavy tears that had accumulated quickly fell onto the tiled floor.



    



    "You called me... a naive man who only knows work... you called me Rojin."



    



    "This photo."



    



    Looking up at his voice, which had grown agitated, Choi Hong-seo saw Lee Hae-sung pointing at a photo of a bird.



    



    "Who took this photo?"



    



    "......"



    



    His expression wasn’t one of interrogation, but a pleading request. Please, just tell me the answer. Only then did Choi Hong-seo fully understand the meaning behind Lee Hae-sung’s words. The words asking to wake the princess from the terrible curse. To accept this situation, evidence and certainty were needed. He wanted to believe in this moment, and so he desperately needed proof and assurance.



    



    Tears that rose like waves were wiped away recklessly with his hands. He looked straight into Lee Hae-sung's eyes.



    



    "I took it. In Jakarta. With the camera you gave me..."



    



    "You... who are you?"



    



    His voice came out pale, like the ghostly scream escaping through the cracks of clenched teeth.



    



    "Who are you?"



    



    Lee Hae-sung repeated the question. More than the question itself, the fact that there were tears in his eyes was a thunderclap for Choi Hong-seo. He tried to speak, but his lips moved without a sound.



    



    Trying to suppress his tears, his jaw muscles tensed, but with a deep sigh, he spoke.



    



    "If you just say you’re Choi Hong-seo, then I..."



    



    "......"



    



    "I'll believe you."



    



    He finally cried. The tears ran down his nose and along the sharp edge of his high nose, wetting his lips. It felt like the heavens were weeping.



    



    Without hesitation, Choi Hong-seo rushed to him and embraced him. He couldn't leave him alone, crying. Wrapping his arms around his back, he pressed his chest tightly to his. There was no fear of being rejected. It didn’t matter.



    



    "It’s Hong-seo. It’s really me, Choi Hong-seo, uncle... I can say everything. I remember everything. Ask me anything. I’ll get it right."



    



    What once seemed like an indestructible pillar, the master of a city and the world, now felt like it was leaning on him, relying solely on his strength to stand.



    



    Holding onto the warmth of his living body, Choi Hong-seo pressed his cheek against the back of his neck and sought forgiveness.



    



    "I didn’t want to say it like that. That you’re my lover... and the person I... love... I didn’t want to say it, h-huh..."



    



    His limp arms moved. Gently caressing the back of Choi Hong-seo's head, Lee Hae-sung softly wrapped his shoulder around him.



    



    "I know. How could I not know."



    



    "......"



    



    "I know. I know everything."



    



    His arms and hands gradually tightened. He held Choi Hong-seo’s body as if to engrave it into his chest, tightening his embrace with all his might. It was a pressure that made it hard to breathe. But it was a hug that Choi Hong-seo never wanted to refuse, even if it suffocated him. As he closed his eyes, he could smell the familiar fragrance of cologne rising from Lee Hae-sung. Today was the anniversary of Choi Hong-seo’s death.



    



    ---



    



    How much time had passed, and how long he had cried, Choi Hong-seo couldn't tell.



    



    The sound of a few boys laughing and talking outside the window gradually grew louder. He couldn’t understand the English they were speaking, but he could tell they weren’t using nice words. Two of them suddenly started arguing, their voices growing louder.



    



    Lee Hae-sung must have understood their words, as he let out a soft, wind-like laugh from his chest at some point.



    



    Choi Hong-seo gently caressed the arm wrapped around his lower abdomen.



    



    Yesterday afternoon, the spot he had been sitting alone was now occupied by him. Leaning against his chest, Choi Hong-seo had his face buried in his arm. It felt like he had cried all the tears he would ever shed in his life. It seemed like he would never be able to cry again, even if he wanted to.



    



    While crying as if vomiting out the darkness of the past that had stuck to the bottom of his chest, Lee Hae-sung didn’t tell him to stop. He simply held him, petted him, and kissed his hair, listening to every part of his sobs, just like before.



    



    Even after the tears had completely subsided, they sat together in silence for a while, as if they had all the time in the world.



    



    Choi Hong-seo was the first to sit up from his embrace. Resting his head against the large window that touched the floor, he pulled on Lee Hae-sung’s arm to keep him from falling.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had no intention of moving far away, was awkwardly turning to sit back down, still holding onto Lee Hae-sung’s grip.



    



    At a glance, the chest and arms of the high-end sweater he was wearing had tears on them. He rubbed the wet spots with his fingertips.



    



    "Your clothes must be all dirty."



    



    "Yeah. With snot and tears, this is probably ruined now."



    



    His voice, even while joking, lacked strength, as if he, too, was exhausted. Choi Hong-seo smiled weakly in response.



    



    The tissue packet that Lee Hae-sung had taken from Choi Hong-seo’s bag to wipe away his tears was now on the floor. He pulled out a few new sheets and gently rubbed them on the sweater. As if to say there was no need for that, Lee Hae-sung gently held Choi Hong-seo’s wrist.



    



    "Even though I think you're Hong-seo... for a while, I’ll keep trying to confirm that. Is that okay?"



    



    Lee Hae-sung’s eyes were soft, but there was a definite certainty in them as he gazed at Choi Hong-seo, his eyelids lowered as he held the tissue in his hand.



    



    "Why? It doesn’t matter. It’s necessary, right?"



    



    "......"



    



    "I wouldn’t have believed it either."



    



    His hand, which had been holding Choi Hong-seo’s wrist, moved to his face, gently tracing the traces of tears. It was obvious his face would be a mess, swollen and bruised from crying so much.



    



    "Any number of times, however many times... it’s fine. I’ll confirm it in whatever way you want. I want you to be sure that I’m Choi Hong-seo too."



    



    His fingers gently traced over his facial features, one by one. Suddenly, the gaze felt frightening, and the thought that this might not be Choi Hong-seo’s face made him look away.



    



    "My face... it’s different, isn’t it?"



    



    He took Choi Hong-seo’s chin, lifting it slightly to make him unable to look away.



    



    "Don’t hide it."
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    “Your face... it’s different, isn’t it?”



    



    He grasped Choi Hong-seo’s chin, lifting it slightly so that he couldn’t avoid his gaze.



    



    “Don’t hide from me.”



    



    His expression was resolute as their eyes met again, though after a brief moment, his gaze softened. His thumb, which had been holding his chin, began to gently trace along his skin.



    



    “It was probably from that day you collapsed at the Seocho-dong house.”



    



    “......”



    



    “When I started to feel that something was off.”



    



    His hand, which had been touching Hong-seo’s chin, dropped down. With one knee raised to trap him between his legs, he rested his arm on it and looked out the window through the thin curtains.



    



    “You said you’d never speak ill of the Vice President. You repeated it as if to provoke me, as if daring me to keep questioning you, looking straight into my eyes without flinching.”



    



    His gaze moved from the window back to Hong-seo.



    



    “You don’t realize it... but that was the moment I began to fall in love with you.”



    



    “Mm...”



    



    A low, weighty sigh slipped from Hong-seo’s lips.



    



    “You said he was a good person. Like a well-behaved child, you just nodded along, but with that same stubbornness... that the Vice President was a good person, and no matter what happened, you would never speak ill of him.”



    



    He chuckled softly, reminiscing.



    



    “You didn’t seem weak at all back then. I knew you were the type of person who would keep that promise no matter what. Like, even if I stopped being Ara’s Lee Hae-sung... or, literally, even if a knife were held to your throat... you would still keep that promise.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I was completely captivated by that pure, unyielding loyalty.”



    



    Smiling as if he might cry, he gently tapped the tip of Hong-seo’s nose with his finger.



    



    “And then you said those same words again, with the same look in your eyes that made me fall for you.”



    



    His fingers moved over Hong-seo’s face, tapping the puffy eyelids, tracing over his cheekbones, and gently brushing the corners of his mouth.



    



    “The features are different, but the way you look at me is the same...”



    



    “......”



    



    “The voice is different, but the way you speak to me is the same...”



    



    “......”



    



    “Even though I tried to dismiss it as a perfectly crafted imitation, I couldn’t shake it.”



    



    Finishing his exploration of Hong-seo’s face, he looked down at him with a small smile. This time, it wasn’t the kind of smile that looked like he might cry.



    



    “The expression you make when you look at me – only I would know what that looks like. Even you don’t know.”



    



    “......”



    



    “You look like a child completely absorbed in an old story, listening intently, forgetting everything else in the world... just like you do now.”



    



    Realizing that he saw him in such a way, Hong-seo suddenly felt shy. He hadn’t realized his heart was so transparent. When he lowered his gaze, he lifted his chin again, making him meet his eyes.



    



    “I didn’t fall for you because of your face or your voice. It was the way you looked at me, the things you said to me that I loved.”



    



    “......”



    



    “So don’t hide. Just look at me more, and talk to me more.”



    



    He nodded, meeting his gaze. After crying so much, he thought his eyes and even his mouth had completely dried out. Yet, surprisingly, his eyes filled with tears again. He pulled out a tissue, lightly dabbing at his eyes while shaking his head.



    



    “No, no. You really need to stop now. If you keep this up, you’re going to pass out from exhaustion.”



    



    He tightened his lips to swallow down the tears.



    



    “Let’s talk about everything slowly, okay?”



    



    In a gentle voice, he nodded enthusiastically.



    



    Lee Hae-sung rose first, holding out his hand to help Hong-seo up. After a moment’s hesitation, Hong-seo leaned on his arm, using it to push himself up onto his feet.



    



    Before leaving this place, there was something he had to say. As he watched Hae-sung dust off his bag from the floor, he took a deep breath and began to speak.



    



    “That time.”



    



    The moment he said it, they both understood exactly what “that time” referred to.



    



    Hae-sung stopped dusting off the bag and stood up to meet his eyes.



    



    He knew this would be like touching an open wound for both of them. But Hong-seo felt he had to say it now. He couldn’t hold his hand and leave this place without saying it.



    



    “To anyone living an ordinary life, my decisions must seem pathetic and foolish... but back then, it was the only option I thought I had.”



    



    He slowed down, wanting to speak without crying.



    



    “I was just deceiving myself to get by, but I learned too late that I had already crossed my limits long ago.”



    



    Immediately, he came over and held his shoulders.



    



    “If it’s too painful, you don’t have to say it. You can tell me later.”



    



    “I feel like I have to say it now.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Here. At this exhibit.”



    



    The grip on his shoulders tightened.



    



    “Don’t talk like you’re going to disappear. We still have plenty of time.”



    



    Hearing the anxious edge in his voice, he understood. Although he said they had plenty of time, it was only to reassure himself. He, too, was afraid, of when this strange reality might revert back to the way it was.



    



    Hong-seo placed his hand on top of Hae-sung’s hand, which was holding his shoulders.



    



    “It’s true... I thought at least I could protect your name.”



    



    His voice shook and broke painfully.



    



    “But... I never thought...”



    



    “......”



    



    “That I’d keep remembering you like this, suffering, loving... like this...”



    



    He didn’t want his emotions to come out in tears. He stopped, swallowing dryly several times. He remembered the way Hae-sung had fiercely gone after the people who had gossiped cruelly about the late Choi Hong-seo.



    



    He wanted to meet his gaze, but he couldn’t bring himself to lift his head.



    



    “I’m sorry.”



    



    He could see the tips of his shoes.



    



    “I shouldn’t have done it. I was selfish...”



    



    Hong-seo’s words stopped as he felt the warmth of two hands cradling his cheeks. Instead of lifting Hong-seo’s face, Hae-sung bent down himself, meeting his eyes.



    



    “What was the first movie we watched together?”



    



    “Love Story…”



    



    Caught off guard by the sudden quiz, Hong-seo answered, a bit bewildered.



    



    “Jenny and Oliver have a big fight, and Oliver spends the whole day looking for her. Not knowing that Jenny is sitting right in front of their home, having lost her key.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Do you remember what Jenny said to Oliver when he apologized?”



    



    “Ah…”



    



    Love means never having to say you’re sorry.



    



    Back when they watched *Love Story* together in his screening room, he hadn’t fully understood that line. He just admired it as a cool phrase, but it hadn’t touched him deeply.



    



    But now, that line seemed to come from within his own heart, as if he himself had written it. He could feel its meaning profoundly.



    



    What would it feel like to hear “I’m sorry” from someone you love? It wouldn’t make you happy.



    



    Moreover, when two people love each other deeply, as if their emotions and thoughts are intertwined, they already understand each other’s sincerity. So the words “I’m sorry,” which could cause pain, weren’t necessary—at least, there were moments when they weren’t.



    



    He moved closer and hugged Hong-seo. His warm breath brushed against his ear, his lips close, just like before. In that moment, he was thankful that Yoon Hae-an was of a similar height.



    



    “You said you’d never speak ill of me. That’s what you promised.”



    



    “......”



    



    “To keep that promise that made me fall in love with you... you went to such lengths.”



    



    Hong-seo raised his hands to embrace him, clenching the fabric of his sweater. Wanting to remember everything about this moment, he decided not to close his eyes. He prayed that this resurrection wasn’t a punishment.



    



    ■



    



    His car was parked in the large lot of a store across the street, a luxury SUV with sleek lines like a high-end sedan. After making sure Hong-seo was safely inside, he closed the door and got into the driver’s seat.



    



    “When is your flight back?”



    



    “Three days from now.”



    



    “Then cancel that ticket and stay with me a few more days. Rest a bit before you go back.”



    



    “......”



    



    “We have so much to talk about.”



    



    “What about your work?”



    



    “Let it be, whatever happens,” he shrugged, starting the engine. Though he said it like a joke, the vibe he gave off didn’t make it seem like he was joking at all.



    



    “Where are you staying? Let’s stop by the hotel to pick up your stuff.”



    



    “It’s this hotel. But... where are we going?”



    



    Looking at the Google Maps screen that Hong-seo showed, he zoomed in on the hotel’s location and answered.



    



    “When I arrived, I came straight to the gallery from the airport, so my things should be at Malibu. I rented a villa there.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Why?”



    



    Seeing no response, he looked away from the screen and glanced at Hong-seo.



    



    “It’s just... I find it surprising that you’d rent something.”



    



    He reached over, gently pinched his cheek, and smiled.



    



    “I have properties in LA for investment, so they’re rented out.”



    



    They slowly drove out of the parking lot, the car moving through a barren landscape.



    



    “The villa we’re heading to was prepared by Manager Kang, so I’m not sure what it’s like. I haven’t been there myself.”



    



    The hotel was very close to the gallery. After driving for only a few minutes, the hotel building appeared on the right side of the freeway. Since most of the surrounding buildings were one-story, even though the hotel was only seven or eight stories tall, it stood out. He glanced at the old, yellowing building, his expression darkening.



    



    “I chose it because it was close to the gallery… It’s old, but it’s clean. The rooms are spacious, too.”



    



    “Alright. Let’s check out quickly and head back.”



    



    Hong-seo explained earnestly to reassure him, and he smiled at him in response, but the hint of dissatisfaction didn’t leave his face.



    



    As the luxury SUV, a rare sight at a rundown hotel on the outskirts, approached the front entrance, a doorman, who had been nowhere in sight, appeared quickly from somewhere.



    



    Leaving the engine running, Hae-sung got out of the driver’s seat and handed the doorman a generous tip.



    



    “We’re guests, but we’ll just pick up some luggage and check out right away. Please keep the car nearby.”



    



    “Yes, sir,” the doorman answered smoothly, signaling quickly to a colleague.
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    As his colleague ran over to move the car with the engine still running from the driveway, the doorman quickly followed behind the two of them.



    



    “If you’re checking out, I’ll bring your luggage down to the lobby for you.”



    



    He guided them along the path that Hong-seo already knew well, trailing behind. Though this hotel didn’t strictly separate bellmen and doormen, no one had escorted him to his room when he checked in yesterday, which left him a bit puzzled. The doorman was probably hoping for a generous tip from Hae-sung after helping with the bags.



    



    While the overly solicitous attitude made Hong-seo uncomfortable, Hae-sung didn’t seem to mind the doorman’s presence at all.



    



    “What floor were you staying on? I thought I remembered, but I seem to have forgotten,” the doorman asked with an awkward smile, as though there could be nothing more regretful. But Hong-seo couldn’t quite understand him. Puzzled, he looked to Hae-sung, who interpreted for him.



    



    “He’s asking what floor your room is on.”



    



    “The fifth floor.”



    



    “He says the fifth floor.”



    



    “Oh, right! It was the fifth floor! And look, the elevator has arrived. After you, please.”



    



    The doorman, holding the elevator door open, stepped aside to let them in first. His attitude was much more courteous than when he’d taken a photo for a family in the lobby earlier in exchange for a small tip.



    



    Once in the elevator, the doorman pressed the button for the fifth floor and made friendly, polite small talk.



    



    “You’ve only been staying for a few days, I think, and it’s a shame you’re checking out so soon. I assume you’ll be moving somewhere better?”



    



    From behind the doorman, Hae-sung tilted his head towards Hong-seo and quietly asked in Korean.



    



    “Was it three days ago you arrived?”



    



    “No, it was yesterday.”



    



    “Ah…”



    



    He nodded, seeming to understand the situation.



    



    Perhaps still feeling uneasy about the incident yesterday, the doorman glanced back at Hong-seo with a nearly remorseful expression.



    



    “Uber vehicles aren’t allowed to enter the hotel premises. I hope you can understand,” he explained, looking as if he were almost pleading for forgiveness.



    



    Though he caught only a few words—Uber, hotel, understand—Hong-seo could infer his meaning from the doorman’s expression and demeanor. He nodded, and the doorman’s face brightened.



    



    No. No Uber. The doorman had waved away the Uber vehicle that had arrived and firmly gestured for Hong-seo to turn away. When the flustered and unsure Hong-seo struggled with how to handle the situation, the doorman had bluntly turned his back on him. It was hard to believe that yesterday’s doorman was the same person as today’s, given the drastic change in his attitude, more startling than satisfying.



    



    While he understood that Hae-sung’s generous tip, and possibly the hope for more, might have influenced the doorman’s attitude, it was the first time he’d seen someone shift so easily over a few hundred dollars, and it left him stunned.



    



    As the doorman accompanied them to the room, Hae-sung instructed him to wait outside. Unlike Hong-seo, Hae-sung seemed completely at ease with someone standing by to assist and following his convenience. It was a side of him that Hong-seo hadn’t seen in his past life.



    



    “Did you spend the night here?”



    



    As he slowly crossed the room, with its dull-colored carpet, Hae-sung looked around. When he reached the window, he pulled back the cream-colored curtains to look outside.



    



    “There’s not much of a view, is there?”



    



    He was right. The window only showed a bus company’s depot and a trailer park—nothing remotely scenic or exotic.



    



    “I was so exhausted that I fell asleep right after getting back from the gallery. I didn’t notice any discomfort... and breakfast was quite good, too. There’s also a pool, though I didn’t check it out...”



    



    Still looking out at the dismal view, Hae-sung turned to look at him. Standing by the room’s entrance, eagerly explaining, Hong-seo closed his mouth as he sensed the weight of his gaze. Rubbing his arms over the thin jacket he wore, he waited for him to speak.



    



    “Are you worried that I’m upset because you stayed in this shabby hotel?”



    



    “......”



    



    “Yes. I’m not thrilled.”



    



    He admitted bluntly, glancing down at the bed where a tired Hong-seo must have collapsed into sleep last night. More than the shabby hotel, it seemed he was bothered by the thought of leaving him alone in a place like this.



    



    “I’ll pack quickly. I don’t have much.”



    



    Feeling it would be best to leave quickly, he grabbed the backpack he’d left on the dresser beside the TV and began packing.



    



    “Did you come all the way to LA with just this backpack?”



    



    “It was a last-minute trip, and I didn’t need much.”



    



    As he quickly stuffed some loungewear from the closet, a phone charger, and a few toiletries into his bag, Hae-sung remained silent. As he emerged from the bathroom, he suddenly stopped.



    



    Hae-sung, standing by the bed, was holding the script he’d left on the bedside table. Pages stuck out at odd angles with colorful index tabs marking them, and the edges were frayed from being read and reread—*Crème Mansion*, his screenplay.



    



    Like someone who had just found an old, forgotten treasure, he stood there, gazing down at it blankly.



    



    “I brought it with me, but I was so tired I didn’t even look at it.”



    



    The battered script looked like it was trying to prove he was still working hard, so he offered an awkward explanation, moving closer to him.



    



    “Mind if I look inside?”



    



    “It’s nothing special... Just random thoughts I jotted down. You can look, but please don’t read it.”



    



    He urged him not to read the contents as he stood by, watching closely as Hae-sung flipped through the pages. If his gaze lingered too long on any page, he’d cover the contents with his hand and flip to the next.



    



    The traces of his struggles in the script weren’t polished words or profound insights; they were more like raw diary entries written in simple terms, with occasional typos, making it embarrassing to share.



    



    “Isn’t that enough?”



    



    It seemed like he was reading parts of it, so he firmly closed the cover and tried to pull it away, but he wouldn’t let go. He wondered if he was teasing him, but when he looked up, his face showed a mix of emotions.



    



    “You’re still so diligent.”



    



    It was only after those words that he realized: Hae-sung had found yet another trace of Choi Hong-seo within this screenplay, rather than Yoon Hye-an.



    



    Diligence. It was the quality Hong-seo had touted as his strength during their first meeting, and the one that had left a deep impression on Hae-sung.



    



    Feeling that he might get too emotional again, he looked down and tugged at the screenplay once more.



    



    “It’s because I know I don’t have natural talent,” he said.



    



    Hae-sung, who had let go of the script, gently lifted his chin, their gazes meeting briefly before he moved his hand carefully, brushing away something by his eye.



    



    “Everyone will think I made you cry,” he murmured.



    



    “......”



    



    “Well, I suppose it’s true.”



    



    Hearing the self-reproach in his bitter smile, Hong-seo shook his head.



    



    “I just cried on my own; it wasn’t because of you.”



    



    Hae-sung leaned in, bending down to get a closer look at Hong-seo’s face. The sudden proximity made him instinctively hold his breath.



    



    The thumb that had been holding his chin lightly scratched along his skin. The faint smile that softened his usually cool, sculpted features slowly spread. Yes, at first, back in Director Kang’s reception room, Hae-sung had seemed intimidating and distant.



    



    “You seem to have misunderstood something,” he said.



    



    “......”



    



    “It’s painful to see you cry, but if you’re going to cry, it should be because of me.”



    



    While he deliberated on how to respond, Hae-sung’s smile deepened as he pulled back.



    



    “You’re really swollen. Let’s get it to go down a bit.”



    



    Letting go of his chin, Hae-sung walked toward the room entrance. Watching him walk away, Hong-seo suddenly realized that he had been hoping for a kiss.



    



    In the gallery, he’d held him close the whole time, and he’d all but declared that he no longer saw him as Yoon Hye-an. In fact, Hong-seo had clearly sensed the shift in his attitude. But so far, there had been no kiss.



    



    He’d said it was fine.



    



    Even if he had started to see him as Hong-seo, he would naturally need time to fully accept it. He’d even encouraged him to check as many times as he needed until he was absolutely certain. Feeling disappointed over the absence of a kiss made him feel foolish and embarrassed.



    



    Holding the screenplay, Hong-seo wiped away the slight smile forming at the corner of his mouth and stuffed it into his backpack. That was the last of his packing.



    



    “I thought you’d have more luggage, but it’s only one backpack. Since there’s no need to move any bags, could you let the concierge know that we’ll be checking out from the room?”



    



    He heard Hae-sung speaking to the doorman waiting outside.



    



    “We’ll be paying the suite rate for the stay,” he added.



    



    “Of course, that can be arranged. We have a club lounge on the eighth floor where you might prefer to check out. It’s much more comfortable than the guest rooms.”



    



    “Ah… Thanks, but I’d rather avoid encountering too many people.”



    



    What are they talking about? With his backpack slung over one shoulder, Hong-seo walked to the foot of the bed and leaned in to watch the two men by the open door.



    



    Hae-sung patted the doorman’s shoulder in a friendly gesture, his hand naturally slipping down to give him another tip.



    



    “And some ice, please, if you could,” he added.



    



    “Understood, I’ll take care of it right away.”



    



    The doorman nodded, as if he would fulfill any request Hae-sung made, and left promptly from the doorway.
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    “Someone will come up to help with the checkout, so let’s wait a bit.”



    



    Returning to the room, Hae-sung bent down to rummage through the mini-fridge.



    



    “It figures, a hotel with a casino on the outskirts only has alcohol.”



    



    He took out two bottles of water and gestured toward the sofa by the window. Sitting side by side on the long, two-seater sofa, he handed Hong-seo an opened bottle.



    



    “Tired?”



    



    “I slept well last night, so I’m okay.”



    



    “Then how about we pick up a few things on our way to Malibu?”



    



    Resting his arm on the sofa back, Hae-sung studied Hong-seo’s expression and lightly brushed aside the hair covering his forehead.



    



    “We’ll be here for a few more days, and you don’t have any suitable clothes, no swimwear…”



    



    “......”



    



    “We could have someone handle it, but since it’s a rare vacation, it might be nice to enjoy a relaxed shopping trip.”



    



    His gaze shifted downward.



    



    “Honestly, I’ve been meaning to bring this up. These clothes...they’re not your style at all.”



    



    Following his gaze, Hong-seo looked down at his own outfit. He’d chosen the least flashy clothes from Yoon Hye-an’s wardrobe, but even so, they were out-of-date and definitely not his style.



    



    “You should dress as yourself, not as Yoon Hye-an.”



    



    Without waiting for a response, he stood up, pulling out his phone. Pacing in the space between the sofa and the bed, he waited for the call to connect.



    



    “I’m planning to go shopping before we head to Malibu… No, it’s not for me. Find an upscale store with clothes and accessories that young men in their 20s would like. He’ll need everyday clothes, resort wear, swimwear, pajamas… let’s just assume he has nothing.”



    



    Glancing back and forth between the seated Hong-seo and his modest backpack nearby, Hae-sung quickly spoke as he brought the water bottle to his lips.



    



    “Just make sure we get all the basics. And.”



    



    He took a sip and continued immediately.



    



    “Arrange for a quiet shopping experience… yes, keep it minimal with two or three staff members at most. Two hours? Maybe three? Set it up that way.”



    



    As he was about to return to the sofa, the doorbell rang. When Hong-seo stood to answer it, Hae-sung stopped him and opened the door himself. It was the doorman, carrying an ice bucket filled with ice.



    



    By now, Hong-seo had an idea why the doorman had come personally instead of sending someone else—he didn’t want to pass up another chance at a generous tip.



    



    While the doorman placed the ice bucket on the table in front of the sofa, Hae-sung went to the bathroom and returned with a towel.



    



    “The room manager will be up soon to help with the checkout process. Is there anything else you need?”



    



    Without looking at the doorman, Hae-sung focused on wrapping some ice in the towel and asked casually,



    



    “No, nothing else.”



    



    “......”



    



    “But what was that about earlier? I heard you mentioning Uber in the elevator.”



    



    He gently turned Hong-seo to face him and pressed the makeshift ice pack against the outer corner of his eye.



    



    The doorman’s face twitched as he glanced at Hong-seo, then responded.



    



    “Oh, well… as Mr. Yoon graciously understood, it was a hotel policy, so we had no choice…”



    



    “Mr. Yoon?”



    



    Hae-sung’s voice, which had been calm until then, suddenly sharpened. His hand, which had been carefully moving the ice pack around Hong-seo’s swollen eyelid, froze.



    



    The doorman, who hadn’t known Hong-seo’s room number or name before, seemed to have taken the opportunity to check the guest’s name and come up here, trying to show a special interest in him. He stepped forward confidently.



    



    “Yes, Mr. Yoon graciously understood…”



    



    Hae-sung lowered the ice pack from Hong-seo’s eye and raised a hand to silence the doorman—mirroring the gesture the doorman had used on Hong-seo the previous day, though he hadn’t mentioned it to Hae-sung.



    



    “You must be mistaken. It’s Mr. Choi.”



    



    “…Sorry?”



    



    Watching the confused doorman, Hae-sung placed his hand on Hong-seo’s shoulder, gently squeezing it.



    



    “Mr. Choi. I said, Choi Hong-seo.”



    



    “Oh… but the guest card and passport copy definitely…”



    



    “Are you refusing to correct it?”



    



    Though still visibly confused, the doorman hurriedly shook his head. The guest’s name was ultimately unimportant to him.



    



    “No, of course not. I’m sorry. There must have been some mistake at the front desk. Mr. Choi, as you so graciously understood…”



    



    “So what is it he’s supposed to understand?”



    



    “Oh, well…”



    



    Seeing that Hae-sung didn’t seem inclined to let it slide, the doorman instinctively turned to Hong-seo with a pleading look. But Hong-seo, who only caught about a third of what was being said, was at a loss.



    



    Though he could sense from the atmosphere and tone that Hae-sung was very upset, initially he thought it was about the Uber. But hearing his name brought up repeatedly, he was now unsure. There was one thing he was sure of, though: Hae-sung was intent on correcting the doorman that he was Choi Hong-seo, not Yoon Hye-an.



    



    Noticing the doorman’s glance pleading for help, Hae-sung clicked his tongue in annoyance.



    



    “It’s best not to let my partner speak up on this. If I had wanted him to explain, I would’ve asked him directly when we were alone.”



    



    “I apologize. The policy prohibits Uber cars from entering the hotel premises. But I called another taxi for you!”



    



    Though the doorman eagerly defended himself, Hae-sung didn’t buy it. He wasn’t naive enough to be fooled by that excuse, and instead, the explanation gave him a clearer picture of what had happened. His mouth twisted in displeasure.



    



    “So you turned away a guest’s already-booked Uber. All to call in a taxi and pocket a small commission? To a foreign visitor struggling alone in a distant country with a language barrier?”



    



    Even though he didn’t understand every word, the doorman could sense the anger simmering in Hae-sung’s voice.



    



    “It’s a hotel policy…”



    



    “Hotel policy, hotel policy… What are you, a machine?”



    



    With a rough scoff, Hae-sung pressed the ice pack down with his hand. The clinking sound of ice cubes bumping against each other was followed by his now steady voice as he asked,



    



    “If it’s hotel policy, would you have acted the same if he were staying here with me?”



    



    “......”



    



    “Isn’t that right?”



    



    At this, the doorman couldn’t come up with any more excuses. Finally, lowering his gaze in surrender, he offered an apology.



    



    “I’m deeply sorry.”



    



    Shaking off the water from handling the ice pack, Hae-sung lightly brushed his damp hand over the swollen area around Hong-seo’s eye and said,



    



    “Shouldn’t you be apologizing to my partner?”



    



    “I’m sorry, Mr. Choi. I apologize for the inconvenience.”



    



    Caught off guard, Hong-seo returned a slight bow. Noticing the discomfort on his face, Hae-sung clicked his tongue in displeasure and sent the doorman away.



    



    The ice pack gently pressed against Hong-seo’s swollen eye once more.



    



    “I should’ve found another way than having you come to the gallery.”



    



    Hae-sung’s face held a hint of guilt in the corner of his eye. Making him come all the way to LA, stay in a rundown hotel on the outskirts, and deal with unfair treatment from the doorman... it was clear he was blaming himself for everything.



    



    With his one good eye, Hong-seo kept looking at him, then reached out to gently hold his arm.



    



    “I liked *Comeback*.”



    



    Hae-sung’s gaze, which had been fixed on the bruised eyelid, shifted to focus on Hong-seo’s other eye. Slowly, his hand holding the ice pack lowered.



    



    With conviction, Hong-seo tightened his grip on his arm and gave strength to his voice as he spoke to him.



    



    “It was the only place we could start over. You know that too.”



    



    A large, cold hand, still chilled from the ice, reached up and cupped his cheek and ear, covering it completely. His hands, though well-formed, were so large that whenever he cupped his cheek, he could easily cover his entire ear as well, like blocking out all the noise in the world. Even now, it was no different. And he was grateful for that.
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    The thumb gently brushed over the cheekbone. The gaze of Lee Hae-sung, who had been staring into his eyes for a long time, drifted down and this time lingered on Choi Hong-seo's lips. I felt his gaze becoming moist behind his lowered eyelids. His lips, roughened by accumulated fatigue, parted slightly, and a sweet breath escaped between them, touching Choi Hong-seo's skin. Like before.



    



    Choi Hong-seo unconsciously took a cautious breath. I lightly rubbed my cheek against his cold hand. Just a little, but it seemed like his face was leaning closer.



    



    "......"



    



    However, with the sound of the knock, both his hand and lips returned to their rightful places and moved away.



    



    Looking at his back as he walked towards the exit, I hesitated and got up to follow him. I didn't expect a kiss. Just being able to face him as Choi Hong-seo makes me overwhelmingly happy. I firmly told myself.



    



    A dead person has returned. Just that alone was by no means an ordinary matter. Of course, he would need time to adjust too. Why is he being so impatient? The disappointment in myself was greater. I pretended not to know, coldly ignoring the stinging feeling inside me, telling myself that it shouldn't be this way.



    



    The visitor was the room division manager. The manager came to the room accompanied by another staff member carrying a tray with freshly squeezed fruit juice.



    



    Even after staying one night in a standard room, the manager was eager to attract customers who would pay the suite room rate for the duration of their reservation.



    



    "I hear you're planning to spend your vacation in LA." Of course, you will be staying in a wonderful place, but our hotel also has a casino. "Of course, you will be treated as a VIP at other hotels and casinos as well, but if you choose to visit our hotel's casino, we will provide you with services focused solely on you, ensuring that your experience does not overlap with any other VIP customers."



    



    During the checkout, Lee Hae-sung was applying a new ice pack to Choi Hong-seo's eyes. However, the manager was completely unfazed by the situation unfolding before him, maintaining a consistently soft and comfortable smile.



    



    It seemed that only Choi Hong-seo was at a loss for what to do in the awkward situation of receiving an ice pack from his partner in front of strangers. I tried to resist and do it myself, but my timid defiance was easily subdued by Yuhyung.



    



    "We have prepared a brochure introducing the exclusive benefits of our hotel that you can enjoy just by using the casino, even if you do not stay with us."



    



    The manager didn't just focus on Lee Haesung but also made sure to give Choi Hongseo a kind smile from time to time, creating the impression that he was talking to both of them.



    



    She seemed to regard the two as a very wealthy man and his young same-sex partner. And at least on the surface, she didn't show any signs of discomfort about the situation.



    



    In response to her consistently kind and enthusiastic suggestion, Ihaeseong put away the ice pack and at least showed some sincerity by casually glancing through the brochure.



    



    "Thank you for the offer, but the accommodation we have prepared is in Malibu." It's a bit far to come to the casino.



    



    Then, while gently holding Choi Hong-seo's hand, he added with a slightly embarrassed tone.



    



    "And... Since it's a rare vacation just for the two of us, I want to quietly relax instead of spending time at places like a casino.



    



    "Yes..." "Well, I suppose that makes sense."



    



    Despite Lee Haesung's rejection, she did not show any signs of disappointment. If you ever visit LA again, I hope you will definitely come back. I hope the hotel has become a place filled with your memories... Later, she maintained such a professional demeanor that her comments almost felt sincere.



    



    After completing the payment, Lee Hae-sung, with Choi Hong-seo's backpack slung over one shoulder, took Choi Hong-seo's hand with the other and left the room. They didn't let go of each other's hands even while taking the elevator and passing through the lobby. His SUV was waiting exactly at the front gate.



    



    A different doorman quickly approached, took the backpack from Yuhaseong, and placed it in the back seat. Yuhaseong similarly handed him a generous tip.



    



    Including the manager, three or four employees waved goodbye, and Choi Hong-seo, who was sitting in the passenger seat, absentmindedly waved back at them. As he turned the steering wheel to exit the roundabout in front of the hotel, Lee Hae-sung chuckled at the sight.



    



    Not long after merging onto the road, his phone rang.



    



    "The place to shop will be ready in an hour." It just so happens that the navigation says it will take about an hour to reach the destination. Hmm... Aren't you hungry?



    



    After finishing a brief call, he glanced at the seat next to him and said.



    



    "I think I'm going to be hungry because I've cried so much."



    



    Come to think of it, lunchtime had already passed without me noticing. But just like yesterday, I still didn't feel hungry, which was quite remarkable.



    



    I reunited with him at the gallery, and the exhibition itself was his message that 'Choi Hong-seo' is waiting to 'come back'... So now, the fact that he really sees himself as Choi Hong-seo, at least acknowledging it and deciding to fully accept it, was bewildering. Just accepting what happened today was overwhelming enough that I didn't have time to feel hungry.



    



    "I don't have an appetite yet, but if you're hungry, go eat something."



    



    "Actually, I don't feel like eating anything either."



    



    It felt like a very distant memory when I had cried in his arms at the gallery, so I closely observed his face as he drove. I wanted to feel more of the reality of being with him, who sees me as Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "Why are you looking at me like that?" Your expression doesn't look good.



    



    "That's not it..."



    



    "You're wearing a thoughtful expression, what's on your mind?"



    



    "Just because."



    



    "Just?"



    



    "I'm feeling strange."



    



    "Are you disappointed?"



    



    "......"



    



    "Did you expect me to be disappointed by a doorman at a rundown hotel or a chaebol?"



    



    Lee Haesung was misunderstanding Choi Hongseo's pensive expression. He turned his gaze away from Choi Hong-seo, who was fiddling with the seatbelt, and stared straight ahead with a stubborn expression.



    



    "Even so, it can't be helped." That person treated you terribly.



    



    The tone was equally firm.



    



    "Coming alone to a foreign land, everything must have been unfamiliar and you must have been so nervous." Moreover, can't you even feel sympathy for someone much younger than yourself? You can't even be kind to the guests, and instead, you make things even more difficult for them? If you were the victim of such unfair treatment, you wouldn't just let it go in the future.



    



    Even after mulling it over again, he was still angry, gripping the steering wheel so tightly that his knuckles turned white.



    



    "I'm going to stop pretending to be a good person in front of you."



    



    "......"



    



    "If you want to give ten or twenty, you gave one." Even so, I worried if it would be burdensome, if you would come to dislike me... I decided not to do that anymore.



    



    The car was already speeding away from the hotel towards the airport, heading towards the beach. With a complicated expression, Choi Hong-seo remained silent, and Lee Hae-seong, glancing back at him, adjusted his voice, which had been rough until just a moment ago.



    



    "Me, do I have to?"



    



    "......"



    



    "Even if I want to do something for you, should I hold back and save it?" Like before?



    



    "...... No."No. No.



    



    Choi Hong-seo shook his head several times. Slowing down and stopping the car behind the long line of parked cars, Lee Hae-seong looked back at Choi Hong-seo with a regretful expression.



    



    "I know the question was cowardly, but I can't help it."



    



    "You're not being cowardly." And I wasn't disappointed either.



    



    Choi Hong-seo placed his hand over his right hand that was gripping the steering wheel. The fact that he looked like Yoon Hye-an still made him feel intimidated in front of him, but he didn't want to let go of the misunderstanding that he was disappointed.



    



    "Because there are many things I don't want to regret again." I know what that is.



    



    "......"



    



    "Do it the way you wanted to, sir." I like that too.



    



    Lee Hae-seong rested his head against the headrest of the seat. And then, silently looking at Choi Hong-seo, he grabbed the tips of the fingers that were overlapping on his hand. The movement of the thumb rubbing over the fingernail was ticklish, but Choi Hong-seo didn't want to pull her hand away.



    



    "Me, calling you... Is it okay if I call you that?



    



    The line of cars that had been lined up began to move. As he started the car again, Lee Hae-seong calmly said while looking ahead.



    



    "Well, Hongseon used to call me Mr. Haeseong, didn't he?" Then sometimes, when she's in a good mood, she calls me "Hyung." When we fight, he calls me "Ihaesung" and acts scary.



    



    "I've never done that."



    



    "Are you sure?"



    



    Pressing down on the tips of Choi Hong-seo's fingers, which he had been holding onto the steering wheel, as if giving a massage, he spoke without a hint of a smile. It was just like before, when he used to make jokes with a straight face, leaving Choi Hong-seo flustered.



    



    "Well, in bed..." There have been times like that, but...



    



    Choi Hong-seo felt his face turning bright red. I tried to pull my hand out of his grip, but he resisted, refusing to let go. To him, it was half a joke.



    



    "Still, we've never fought before..." And, that, this... Calling it understanding... That was just the uncle's hope, wasn't it?



    



    With his grip finally loosened, Choi Hong-seo managed to pull his hand away and repeatedly stroked his reddened face to calm himself down. Lee Hae-sung, with his left arm resting on the window frame, was secretly laughing with his hand covering his mouth. No, judging by the loosely covered side profile, it didn't seem like he was trying to hide a smile at all.



    



    "Same." It's the same.



    



    He muttered to himself.



    



    Then, while fiddling with his attractive lips with his long fingers, he turned to Choi Hong-seo. This time, a playful smile was on his lips.



    



    "Weren't you supposed to do whatever I wanted?"



    



    "That's... That's true, but...



    



    Fiddling with the seatbelt that crossed over his chest instead of the bag strap, Choi Hong-seo deeply lowered his face, which still bore a hint of redness. Lee Hae-sung, who had laughed softly, reached out his long arm and ruffled her hair as if to mess it up.



    



    Sorry. I teased you too much. I did it because I wanted to see this side of you. Sorry.
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    It was the smile that most resembled the past version of Lee Hae-seong that Choi Hong-seo remembered. I felt like I understood. This appearance was the one that Lee Hae-seong remembered of Choi Hong-seo. Every time he discovers that image, the more he collects this smile he shows, the more confidence he can give him.



    



    When he was just Yoon Hye-an.



    



    At that time, the sight of Choi Hong-seo appearing in Yoon Hye-an only caused him suspicion and discomfort.



    



    For a while after that period, it was a substitute that barely quenched the thirst of longing that burned his tongue. As he treated Yoon Hye-an as if she were Choi Hong-seo, he constantly searched for Choi Hong-seo within Yoon Hye-an.



    



    But now, the figure of Choi Hong-seo he discovered was no longer a matter of suspicion or replacement.



    



    Every time he discovered it one by one, I could feel his soul trembling, being moved, and rejoicing.



    



    Choi Hong-seo thought about how happy that alone made him. The fact that he sees her as Choi Hong-seo and is trying to fully accept that fact. From the moment he saw Yoon Hye-an's face in the mirror, it was a situation he had never expected.



    



    Even though I am trapped inside Yoon Hye-an's shell, I can easily recognize myself as Choi Hong-seo, but he can't.



    



    "Go ahead and check." As much as you want, sir.



    



    "Uh?"



    



    "I'm really not hurt."



    



    "......"



    



    "You can test me, and feel free to give me as many quizzes as you want." Until you are convinced... Don't apologize, just keep checking.



    



    Actually, I wanted to say, "Until you can kiss me without hesitation." But I couldn't say it out loud. Such expressions would only make him feel more sorry.



    



    With a seemingly complicated smile, he nodded carefully a couple of times.



    



    As we got away from the airport, the roads started to clear up a bit. The landscapes that I had only seen in the media, the ones that come to mind when you think of LA, began to unfold. I drove along the road lined with palm trees and passed through a village with houses featuring well-manicured lawns. The scenery became increasingly bustling as I headed north. There were many sophisticated buildings and shops, and the streets were well-maintained. The atmosphere was completely different from the old hotel where Choi Hong-seo stayed and the area with the gallery.



    



    "This area around here is Beverly Hills."



    



    "Ah..."



    



    So this is Beverly Hills, the place I've only heard about. Choi Hong-seo nodded as if to say he understood, looking at the row of luxurious exterior shops, cafes, and restaurants lined up outside the car window, along with the parade of high-end cars parked in front of them.



    



    "Tourism is... Of course, you couldn't do it at all, right?



    



    "It's okay." "Because we didn't come here to sightsee."



    



    "Isn't there a place you've always wanted to visit?" It might be nice to do some sightseeing for a day.



    



    "Just..." Rather than tourist spots. I want to go to a place that you like.



    



    "I also have more experiences of coming here for business trips." When I have 2-3 days free after work, I either go hiking, take a yacht out to sea, or ride horses without a care in the world... That's all I do.



    



    "Then I also like hiking."



    



    "The Santa Monica Mountains are right behind the accommodation." Shall we go hiking tomorrow?



    



    The dry wind of November California, blowing through the half-open car window, tousled his hair. As he brushed aside the hair that had fallen over his forehead, Lee Hae-seong looked this way.



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded vigorously in response, and he smiled once more.



    



    Passing by a café where people dressed comfortably yet elegantly were sitting in abundance on the terrace seats, Lee Hae-seong's car made a left turn and entered a large single-story building.



    



    Rejecting valet parking, Lee Haesung parked his car in a nearly empty corner of the parking lot. He unbuckled his seatbelt and reached back to the rear seat.



    



    "How about putting that aside and wearing this instead?"



    



    What he was holding was a thin cardigan suitable for LA's November weather. Choi Hong-seo looked down at the shiny jumper he was wearing. This was the most decent choice she could make. It definitely wasn't Choi Hong-seo's taste. I received the clothes from him and changed into them.



    



    "Well, much better." It's a bit loose, but you always liked wearing things a bit bigger anyway.



    



    Lee Hae-sung, looking at the way he draped his cardigan over his T-shirt, nodded in satisfaction. And this time, he carefully examined Choi Hong-seo's face.



    



    "I guess the ice pack actually had some effect." It's better now.



    



    Even Choi Hong-seo felt that his eyelids had become noticeably lighter. As he nodded, his palm lightly touched and then quickly withdrew from his cheek. With a light and brief laugh.



    



    Following him as he got out of the car first, Choi Hong-seo pulled the right side of his cardigan and buried his nose in the fabric. The lingering scent of the not overly applied perfume, aftershave, body lotion, and Lee Haesung's unique body odor harmoniously blended together, captivating the sense of smell. It was a nostalgic scent that made it feel like tears would suddenly burst forth.



    



    "......"



    



    Feeling a gaze, I lifted my head, and there he was, having walked to the front of the car, standing still and looking this way. Choi Hong-seo, as if he had committed a crime, quietly put down his clothes. But Lee Haeseong didn't scold or frown. I see. Now, I'm really being seen as Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Come over here, hold my hand. He extended his right hand. He hurriedly approached, almost running, and placed his palm over his. He firmly grasped her hand and moved towards the entrance.



    



    Two or three employees were waiting at the entrance of the building.



    



    "I am Benjamin, the manager who will assist you with shopping today." Please feel free to call me Ben. It is a great honor that you chose our shop, Mr. Lee... And...



    



    Whether he had been informed in advance only of Lee Haesung's name, the manager slightly tilted his face with a smile while looking at Choi Hongseok, who was accompanying him.



    



    "How should I address you?"



    



    It was just a fleeting moment, but Choi Hong-seo could sense the man's gaze reading her attire, demeanor, and the 'background' hidden within them. The man was wearing a gentle smile, but it seemed he had already concluded in his mind that Yeongseong and Choi Hongseong were VVIP customers and the young playmates he had brought along. Even though he was smiling so kindly, it was amazing how clearly those thoughts were conveyed.



    



    Choi Hong-seo hesitated, stepping back and half-hiding behind Lee Hae-sung's shoulder. Pulling his hand away, Lee Hae-seong looked down at Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "I should tell you my name."



    



    "Please let the gentleman speak for me."



    



    "How can a grown adult not be able to handle that themselves?"



    



    Even though he said that, his face looked joyful. He looked down lovingly at Choi Hong-seo, who was half-hidden and shyly covering her face over his shoulder, and leaned his forehead against hers.



    



    It's a baby. Baby. (Él es mi bebé, bebé.)



    



    "......"



    



    "......"



    



    Lee Haesung's expression was serious, but of course it was a joke, and naturally, no one at the table, including Choi Hongseok, laughed. The manager and staff had expressions clearly showing they were momentarily unsure how to react. Choi Hong-seo couldn't smile for a slightly different reason than them.



    



    Baby.



    



    That was the nickname that Lee Hae-seong had given to Choi Hong-seo.



    



    Even though the meaning is the same, hearing "baby" in English felt a bit different. Maybe he didn't want to use the old nickname but just wanted to tease me. Even so, the way he pronounced "my baby" was as sweet as the most delicious macaron I had never tasted before.



    



    Shame was a separate matter from that sweetness.



    



    Pulling his hand, I murmured just loud enough for him to barely hear.



    



    "Don't do it."



    



    "Why?" You couldn't even introduce yourself, so I called you a baby.



    



    He shrugged his shoulders as if he didn't know what the problem was. Then, looking down at Choi Hong-seo's earlobe, which had turned almost crimson, he sighed.



    



    "It's a joke." He gets so shy that I just wanted to tease him a bit. This is Mr. Choi. This is my partner, Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "Oh, yes!" Mr. Lee and Choi. I was looking forward to it. I will help you have a comfortable shopping experience.



    



    At the understanding words of the joke, the manager and employees let out an awkward laugh. It seemed that here, just like in Korea, they had to break a sweat while laughing at the customer's ambiguous joke. Moreover, he wouldn't be an ordinary customer.



    



    The two people who were guided inside moved deeper into the store. The manager enthusiastically introduced the shop to Lee Haeseong, who was visiting for the first time. Since it was fast and long English that he mostly couldn't understand, Choi Hong-seo just followed along, looking around the spacious store.



    



    Looking back at Choi Hong-seo, who was following about two steps behind, Lee Hae-sung pulled his hand closer, reducing the distance.



    



    "Is there anything you like?"



    



    "That's not it, there are just too few people."



    



    "I asked in advance." Since we're the only guests, you can feel free to relax.



    



    So that's what you meant when you asked someone on the phone at the hotel to let you shop quietly. How much shopping do I have to do here to get this entire store cleared out?



    



    Choi Hong-seo couldn't even begin to imagine. Since it was a shop that only gathered expensive goods, it didn't seem likely that they would vacate the shop for just 10,000 to 20,000 dollars. The steps following the understanding inevitably kept slowing down. I wasn't particularly fond of shopping, but this was the first time I felt scared.



    



    Inside, a shopping space was prepared exclusively for Lee Hae-seong and Choi Hong-seo. In the center, there was a spacious sofa, and in front of it, a table was set with refreshments. It wasn't just for show; it was a beautifully arranged table, like an afternoon tea set from a high-end hotel.



    



    "That's great." You like it, right?



    



    Pointing at the colorful macarons and the adorably tiny pastries on the three-tiered tray, Yeseong smiled at Choi Hongse. From now on, even though he was about to spend a fortune, he spoke as if he were lucky to be treated to this spread. It was a tone that seemed like trying to distract a child who was dragged along to their parents' boring shopping.



    



    Feeling as though he were sitting on pins and needles, he sat side by side with him on the sofa. Coffee, juice, tea, champagne... whatever drink he wanted, he could order. Hong-seo followed his choice no matter what option was available.



    



    "I can't drink since I have to drive, but you could've had some champagne to relax."



    



    "I just... was curious about the tea you chose."



    



    Thanks to his kind and considerate translation, Hong-seo could have chosen something different if he’d wanted, but honestly, he liked having the same thing as him. And though he pretended otherwise, he enjoyed watching the growing warmth in his expression each time they picked the same thing.



    



    He thought that if he collected enough of those smiles, if he saw enough of that happiness in his face, it might mean he'd get a kiss from him just that much sooner.
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    “We’ve specially arranged for a highly skilled stylist to assist with Mr. Lee’s shopping today,” announced the manager with an ambitious look, introducing the woman with a black bob haircut who had been accompanying them since they arrived at the entrance.



    



    “A globally active stylist based in LA, who will more than meet Mr. Lee’s excellent taste and standards…”



    



    “No, no.”



    



    Haeseong shook his head, setting his teacup down on its saucer, as if something about the introduction was bothering him. The manager, who had been introducing the stylist with such enthusiasm, fell silent, looking tense.



    



    “Not for me. For him.”



    



    Haeseong placed a gentle hand on Hongseo’s shoulder, giving it a soft squeeze.



    



    “I thought I made that clear when I introduced him earlier, but I must not have been specific enough.”



    



    Making no attempt to hide his irritation, he emphasized his words with a firmer tone.



    



    “He is my partner—not just my boyfriend, and certainly not someone you can subtly sideline. Don’t worry about my preferences—focus on his. Is that clear?”



    



    “Oh, yes, of course! My apologies for the oversight,” the manager replied, watching Haeseong closely, afraid he’d displeased him. Then, noticing the tense atmosphere, he repeatedly apologized to both Haeseong and Hongseo, looking just as flustered as when he’d heard one of Haeseong’s mysterious jokes.



    



    As if that wasn’t enough, Haeseong got up from the sofa and walked toward the manager and stylist.



    



    “Once he’s picked out a few items, you should get a sense of his preferences. He’s typically reserved about shopping, so even if he doesn’t explicitly say he likes something, go ahead and pack anything that seems fitting. The cost doesn’t matter; I’ll cover whatever exceeds the prearranged budget. But make sure it’s something he’d genuinely like and be happy with. I trust your skills as a capable stylist.”



    



    Although Hongseo couldn’t fully understand their conversation, he noticed the manager and stylist’s faces visibly brightening as he finished speaking.



    



    All three—Haeseong, the manager, and the stylist—looked at him in unison. Just then, he’d taken a bite of a rich, thick chocolate cake, and, sensing something foreboding, he slowly put his fork down.



    



    “With such a beautiful physique and face, anything will suit you wonderfully. I’m already excited to style you,” the stylist gushed.



    



    With that, she began presenting clothing, shoes, and accessories she’d pre-selected for Hongseo. The pieces seemed perfectly aligned with his taste, as though he’d picked them himself.



    



    Some items were showcased by male staff members with model-like physiques and faces, strutting in a way that resembled a fashion show. The stylist demonstrated how to style each piece, and anything that seemed to catch his interest was immediately placed within reach for him to touch and examine.



    



    “Would you like to try on the items you've selected so far? Knowing Mr. Choi’s exact size and fit would help us make even better recommendations.”



    



    Urged by their enthusiasm, Hongseo was gently led to the fitting room. He managed to refuse an assistant for changing and finally got a moment to catch his breath.



    



    Collapsing into a plush, velvet-covered chair, he looked around the extravagant fitting room, lavishly decorated as if it belonged to a foreign prince. It was larger than the apartment he currently lived in.



    



    T-shirt, hoodie, pants, shoes, socks... his outfits were neatly arranged on hangers and shelves. He checked the price tags: an oversized T-shirt for $1,200, a hoodie for $2,800, pants for $2,300, even the socks cost around $400... The seemingly casual, streetwear-inspired outfit totaled well over ten million won.



    



    Due to his profession, he was aware that such clothes existed and had even worn them for magazine shoots, but he’d never owned anything like this. Still, he didn’t want to spoil the moment by commenting on the price. If he chose one or two items carefully, it would probably satisfy him. Taking a deep breath, he set down the cardigan Haeseong had lent him and changed into the clothes.



    



    “Thank you for changing! As expected, it looks incredible on you! You could easily pass as a K-pop idol,” the manager exclaimed in delight.



    



    Haeseong and Hongseo exchanged a brief, amused glance, both aware that, whether as Choi Hongseo or Yoon Haean, he actually was a K-pop idol.



    



    Setting his coffee cup down, Haeseong rose from his seat.



    



    His face showed restrained emotion as he looked at him now dressed as Choi Hongseo, in clothes that suited his tastes. Moving closer, he pulled the hoodie’s oversized hood up over his head. Then, he cupped his cheeks gently with both hands, lifting his face slightly as he leaned down. His gaze overflowed with affection as he looked into his eyes. Ignoring the people around them, he acted as if they were the only ones in the room.



    



    “Beautiful.”



    



    “…”



    



    “Our Hongseo.”



    



    His voice trembled faintly, and as soon as Hongseo caught that slight tremor, his eyes began to mist up.



    



    “Why are you tearing up again when I’m calling you beautiful?”



    



    Shaking his head, he forced a smile, pretending he was fine.



    



    After that, there was no need for him to try on any more outfits. Relaxing on the sofa with coffee and macarons, all he had to do was say whether he liked something or not. Clothes, bags, shoes, accessories… It felt like he’d seen a mountain of items. By the time he’d selected two outfits carefully, he was completely worn out.



    



    Seeing Haeseong check the time, he felt relieved, assuming they were finished, but that wasn’t the case.



    



    “Now, let’s look at watches. Something not too formal… a model that would suit him.”



    



    “Coincidentally, we have a rare vintage model that would fit Mr. Choi’s image perfectly! It’s not displayed publicly, and we only show it to select clients.”



    



    Hearing the word “watch,” the manager’s face lit up. He promptly instructed another employee, who soon returned with a sturdy-looking small trunk equipped with a digital lock. Wearing gloves, the manager carefully opened the trunk in front of Haeseong and Hongseo.



    



    Inside was a watch winder neatly displaying around ten wristwatches.



    



    “I think this model would suit Mr. Choi’s image well. What do you think?”



    



    “Hmm... I think this one would suit him better.”



    



    The model the manager recommended had a yellow dial, while the one Haeseong pointed to had a blue dial.



    



    “May I put it on him personally?”



    



    “Of course.”



    



    Securing a watch on each of Hongseo’s wrists, Haeseong alternated between the two, examining each with a thoughtful expression. He was serious enough that his brows furrowed.



    



    “Both models suit you incredibly well. Since most of Mr. Choi’s outfit choices are in neutral tones, adding a pop of color with the watch dial would be a great touch.”



    



    “What about you, Hongseo? Which one do you like better?”



    



    “…”



    



    Although he was the one choosing a watch for himself, Hongseo hesitated to answer, feeling like a bystander in the decision. There were no price tags on the watches, but he knew each one on his wrists likely cost as much as a luxury car.



    



    “Do as you want, ahjussi. I like that too.”



    



    It was he himself who had answered Haeseong’s question about whether he had to keep holding back on what he wanted to give. By giving that answer, he’d effectively eliminated any grounds for refusal. Reading all his conflicted thoughts, Haeseong let out a laugh—one that seemed genuinely pleased.



    



    “It looks like he can’t decide, so we’ll take both…”



    



    “Blue! I’ll go with blue.”



    



    Clinging to his arm, almost shouting, Hongseo said.



    



    “Really? The yellow one seems to suit you as well.”



    



    “No, blue. I like blue. Yellow’s not my favorite.”



    



    He shook his head firmly, even going so far as to remove the watch with the yellow dial from his right wrist.



    



    “He likes blue,” said Haeseong, as if it were something to proudly share with the staff. The manager, the stylist, and even other employees responded with smiles and laughter at his words. This time, the one feeling flustered was none other than Hongseo.



    



    “It’s okay. They’re smiling because they think you’re adorable.”



    



    Only Haeseong would think that way, but he didn’t have the energy left to argue about it. It finally seemed like the shopping was over, and now all he wanted was to relax somewhere quiet with just the two of them.



    



    After sitting down on the sofa and completing the payment, the two of them were finally able to return to the car. The manager and stylist followed to see them off. He didn’t know how many hours they’d spent inside, but by now the sun was setting.



    



    “Oh… I didn’t choose that many things,” Hongseo muttered, his eyes widening at the sight of staff loading shopping bags into Haeseong’s SUV. Slightly exaggerating, it looked as though two or three employees were endlessly carrying shopping bags. The trunk space alone wasn’t enough, so they were piling items in the back seat as well.



    



    “This is strange. I didn’t pick this much.”



    



    “It’s fine. You’re tired, so just sit down and rest.”



    



    Unlike the bewildered Hongseo, Haeseong remained calm. He opened the passenger door and gently nudged him inside.



    



    “No, this seems like a mistake. Can you check, please?”



    



    After practically pushing him into the passenger seat, he leaned into the open door to fasten his seatbelt. Then, with a subtle gesture, he signaled to the manager standing behind the car.



    



    “Hongseo, look here. I pulled out a pair of sunglasses for you ahead of time because the Malibu road might get bright. Good thinking, right? Let’s try them on.”



    



    “…”



    



    He looked at him in silence, like a child trying to divert another’s attention away from throwing a tantrum. He probably had a slightly pouty look on his face.



    



    Pausing in the middle of putting on the sunglasses, he asked, “What?”



    



    “I’m not really a kid, you know.”



    



    With a sigh, Haeseong acknowledged the failure of his ploy. Leaning into the car with one hand resting on the top of the door frame, he lightly poked his cheek, like sampling whipped cream off a cake.



    



    “I asked them to pack everything that might suit you.”



    



    “But…”



    



    “We need a lot of things, and we’re heading back home in a few days. We can’t spend all our time shopping.”



    



    “Still… I chose carefully…”



    



    “Didn’t you say I don’t need to hold back if there’s something I want to do for you? That’s what I remember hearing.”



    



    “…”



    



    He raised his brows, sounding slightly playful, and looked utterly delighted as he spoke. Knowing that he had added another smile to his collection, Hongseo could only press his lips together.



    



    With a faint sense of dread that his words might become his own undoing, the car set off toward Malibu.
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    **Tap. Tap. Tap.**



    



    The sound of sparks flying from the crackling fire in the fireplace echoed in the room.



    



    It was after midnight on a deep, chilly night in Malibu, with temperatures dropping below 10°C (50°F), and after finishing their dinner, Haeseong and Hongseo were enjoying a relaxing moment in front of the fireplace.



    



    Instead of sitting on the sofa, they were sitting on the carpet, sipping white wine and exchanging stories from the past. It was like lovers who, after parting ways long ago and unable to forget each other, had a chance encounter and rekindled their love. Time passed without them noticing as they shared memories.



    



    “Why don’t you believe me? It’s true that I grew to like you more as I got to know you, but I really did fall for you at first sight,” Haeseong said with a somewhat exaggerated look, his one knee raised while the other leg stretched out. He gazed at the ceiling, feigning innocence, and Hongseo couldn’t help but laugh softly at his playful expression.



    



    “I told you I had an out-of-focus memory. If everything around me turned blurry, doesn’t that mean the conversation’s over?” Hongseo replied, referring to their first meeting, which had happened at Director Kang Woo-hyun's home on the second floor of his residence. That day, their discussion had sparked a debate about their first impressions of each other.



    



    “Well, that could have been something I added later…” Hongseo trailed off, taking a sip from his wine glass.



    



    “So, what about you? You said you thought I was a quiet and intimidating VVIP. That’s a worse first impression, don’t you think?”



    



    “You said I was ‘special,’ too.”



    



    “Hmm… that didn’t sound like a compliment. Doesn’t that mean I was ‘strange’?”



    



    Haeseong tilted his head in a slightly playful way, swirling his wine glass before taking a sip. Then he looked at Hongseo with a sly smile, making sure to let him know it was all a joke.



    



    Hongseo smiled back, and as he watched Haeseong pour more wine into his glass, the glow of the fire flickered on Haeseong’s face. The only light in the room came from a small lamp in the corner, casting a soft glow that made the warmth and color of the fire stand out even more.



    



    What a precious moment.



    



    This was more dreamlike than the memories of when they existed as intangible, bodiless voices in the universe. Being by his side, acknowledged as Hongseo, sharing memories only the two of them remembered—this was a time he never dared to expect, and one that wouldn’t return.



    



    As Haeseong silently filled his glass about a third full and placed the bottle back into the ice bucket, Hongseo tightened his grip on his own glass.



    



    “You... asked to watch a performance,” Hongseo began.



    



    “Hmm?”



    



    “You didn’t ask me to dance seductively or pour drinks like everyone else. You asked to watch a performance.”



    



    “…”



    



    “That’s why it stuck with me. You treated me like an actor.”



    



    Both Hongseo and Haeseong knew that they weren’t just basking in the joy of happy memories. Even as they brought up past events, they were carefully avoiding topics that could lead to uncomfortable situations.



    



    They didn’t talk about Seo Yeong, Myung Do-hoon, the X scandal, or the pain Hongseo had to endure. Any topic that could bring up painful memories for Hongseo was deliberately avoided.



    



    When talking about their first date on Soyeol Road, they omitted the part about the host of the party where they had reunited—another wealthy businessman. Even when mentioning their first meeting, they didn’t bring up CEO Jo, who had once harassed Hongseo. So, when Hongseo spoke up, it felt like a break in the unspoken rule, creating an awkward moment.



    



    A brief silence hung in the air. When their conversation quieted, the sound of the Pacific waves crashing against the cliffs of Malibu filled the void.



    



    It was usually windy at night, but on days with strong winds, that rule didn’t apply. The white glass doors leading to the front yard, with its expansive lawn and infinity pool, rattled in the fierce wind.



    



    Haeseong briefly paused, looking at Hongseo. Then, as though empathizing and offering comfort, he smiled softly, his expression gentle. Changing his tone, he shifted the topic.



    



    “Alright, even if you weren’t love-struck at first sight, it doesn’t matter.”



    



    He gave a small, teasing click of his tongue, and leaning forward, he gently clinked his glass against Hongseo’s.



    



    “Then, from now on, there’s no need to feel self-conscious in front of me just because you’ve changed from how you looked before, right?”



    



    “Why is this the conversation now?”



    



    “Well, it’s proof that I didn’t like you because of your looks,” Haeseong said casually as he reclined slightly on the sofa and took another sip of his wine.



    



    Hongseo began to reminisce. Haeseong had often complimented him in unbelievable ways—saying that he looked cute even when drenched in sweat after practice, or that he looked handsome on stage. But thinking back, Haeseong had never said anything like "I like you because of your appearance." He often commented on his smile, eyes, or expression, but never specifically about his looks.



    



    While Haeseong finished off two glasses of wine, Hongseo had barely emptied his own glass and was instead fiddling with the stem. He gulped down a few large sips, as though drinking beer, and wiped his lips with the back of his hand.



    



    “I know my looks aren’t your type,” Hongseo said.



    



    “Now what’s this accusation?”



    



    “Your ex… I saw her too.”



    



    “Hmm?”



    



    Haeseong raised an eyebrow slightly, clearly not remembering.



    



    “When we were at the party at Director Kang’s house, right after the film production was confirmed. You were wearing a tuxedo…”



    



    “…”



    



    “The day we decided… to be together,” Hongseo finished, needing to take another sip of wine. Saying words like "together," "lover," or "boyfriend" made him feel more flustered than a kiss or other forms of intimacy.



    



    “Oh, Gaspar?”



    



    Only then, as if remembering, Haeseong narrowed his eyes and nodded.



    



    Gaspar. Yes, it was such an exotic, almost prince-like name.



    



    “He was very tall, with dazzling blonde hair… And he didn’t look much younger than you,” Hongseo said.



    



    Haeseong set his glass down on the carpet and crossed his arms firmly in front of his chest.



    



    “Hongseo, you were jealous of Gaspar. Of course, I remember.”



    



    “I wasn’t jealous,” Hongseo retorted, pouting.



    



    Haeseong, still with his arms crossed, bent forward, laughing as if thoroughly amused. It was the kind of smile that suggested he’d discovered another side of Hongseo, one he hadn’t noticed before.



    



    “Really? You weren’t jealous?”



    



    “......”



    



    “Were you wondering whether Gaspar and I slept together or not?”



    



    “It's not like we're children. If we were dating, I can guess we probably did,” Hongseo replied, trying to sound mature, taking a sip from his wine glass. But, of course, he had been jealous. It was the first time he had ever felt jealousy, a feeling he had never experienced before, not with real relationships or anyone he had been in love with. It was impossible to forget.



    



    The two of them were different from Haeseong and himself. Gaspar wasn’t as tall, nor was the age gap as stark, but he clearly came from a good family and had received excellent education, which was immediately apparent. That aura of equality, looking like he could stand on the same level as Haeseong, had made Hongseo envious.



    



    Haeseong had often said that Hongseo was special in his love life, and the ex-boyfriend he had seen was someone who had a completely different image and appearance from Haeseong’s. Because of this, Hongseo had always believed he wasn't Haeseong's ideal type.



    



    “How strange.”



    



    Haeseong’s hand, resting on the back of the sofa, slid down to the edge of Hongseo’s shoulder. As his fingers grazed Hongseo’s jawline, Hongseo felt every inch of his body tense up in response. Trying not to show it, Hongseo swallowed hard.



    



    “...What’s strange?”



    



    “You look like Yoon Hyean.” Haeseong’s voice lowered, and he looked at Hongseo with a strange expression. “When people said that, it upset me.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I don’t see any resemblance at all,” he added.



    



    Hongseo had heard before that people said he resembled Yoon Hyean. Maybe their looks were similar, but as idols and actors, their images didn’t overlap at all, so it didn’t bother him.



    



    “When Song Hyunsoo said it, I was offended.”



    



    At the mention of Hyunsoo’s name, Hongseo turned to look at Haeseong.
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  “Hongseo is the kind of person who, even when he yields, still seems unyielding, someone with a core that makes you wonder. What is he hiding behind that fake smile, trying to appease others while keeping his true self concealed? He doesn’t seem like the type to do that... He’s the kind of person who sparks curiosity.”





His hand, which had been tracing Hongseo’s jawline, slid to his ear and buried itself deep into his hair. Each time his fingers brushed his ear, a sharp thrill made Hongseo’s shoulders tense. Not wanting to be caught, he took another sip of wine.





“But when I saw the photos and videos of Yoon Hyean, it felt like the opposite. He seemed like someone whose type you could easily figure out, and his eyes were full of apathy, showing no signs of passion.”





Having emptied his third glass, Haeseong poured more wine into both his and Hongseo’s glasses.





“And I trust my own judgment when it comes to people. Even if what I see is filtered through a screen, I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t have some insight.”





He lightly swirled the wine in his glass and tilted it to take in its aroma.





“But the more I interacted with Yoon Hyean, the less he seemed like that person. Even when I was watching him with hostile feelings, I could tell something in the report was wrong.”





After drinking the wine, Haeseong looked at Hongseo.





“The expression that seemed so flat, arrogant, and full of boredom in the video... it keeps shaking me. I want to follow him, to make him turn around and see me, and then I want to know why he made that face.”





“...”





“...Like you, Hongseo.”





Perhaps feeling embarrassed by his own words, Haeseong let out a small laugh through his nose, lowering his gaze. His eyes, which had been staring down at the carpet, returned to Hongseo, filled with warmth.





“And now, I think the old version of you and the current version of you are similar.”





Not Hongseo and Yoon Hyean, but the old you and the present you. Haeseong’s expression was so delicate.





Once again, his hand dug deeply into Hongseo’s cheek. There was no hesitation or discomfort in his touch, just pure closeness. Not once, throughout the day, had Hongseo felt any sense of hesitation from him.





“In the end, it’s not about the features, but the impression that matters.”





“...”





“The impression is something more than just appearance, like fingerprints.”





“Then why...”





“Hmm?”





“No, never mind.”





Hongseo tried to smile and shook his head. If the change in appearance wasn’t a problem anymore... then why not kiss him? He couldn’t ask that.





The one who had to adjust to the changes in their relationship was Haeseong, not Hongseo. He had believed he could wait for him as long as it took, convinced he had the patience. But then why was he feeling so impatient?





He gulped down more wine. Haeseong, watching him, pulled at Hongseo’s arm. Drawn by the strength, Hongseo awkwardly found himself between Haeseong’s legs. It was just like that time when he had cried at the gallery, his back pressed to Haeseong’s chest.





“Hmm.”





With a grunt of effort, Haeseong embraced Hongseo from behind. One arm crossed over his chest, while the other wrapped around his lower abdomen. Thoughts of kisses or anything else didn’t cross Hongseo’s mind.





Haeseong’s chin gently pressed against his shoulder. His neck, jaw, and left ear were all in contact with Haeseong’s body.





“Tell me you were jealous of Gaspar.”





In the small living room, he suddenly whispered in Hongseo’s ear. Hongseo gripped his wine glass tightly.





As Haeseong’s nose brushed his earlobe and his breath reached a sensitive spot, Hongseo’s body began to burn with desire. If they hadn’t even kissed yet, he wished Haeseong wouldn’t stoke that desire in this way.





Hongseo grabbed Haeseong’s arm that was wrapped around his shoulders with his left hand.





“I was... jealous.”





“Really?”





Just imagining Gaspar kissing him, touching him, and being tangled in bed with him made Hongseo feel a searing ache in his body. He looked like some European prince or nobleman. It was something he didn’t want to say too openly.





“I didn’t want to stay just friends... I was jealous enough to want to throw a tantrum.”





“...”





Haeseong’s movements, rubbing his nose against Hongseo’s ear, stopped. He seemed surprised.





A deep sigh left Haeseong’s lips, and he rested his forehead on Hongseo’s shoulder. His arm tightened around Hongseo’s torso. To avoid acknowledging the hot, pressing bulge between his legs, Hongseo quickly changed the subject.





“What did you talk about with Hyunsoo?”





Haeseong lifted his head and pressed his chin firmly into Hongseo’s shoulder as he answered.





“It was when I thought Yoon Hyean was imitating you, trying to dig up information. I heard you showed up at ‘Jessica’ to meet Song Hyunsoo, and I asked about you.”





“...”





“Of course, you just went because you missed a friend.”





Haeseong gave a bittersweet smile as he remembered the misunderstandings from that time.





“I don’t know if he’s a good person, but he’s a good friend, Song Hyunsoo.”





Hongseo nodded, trying to hold back tears by clenching his jaw tightly.





“He asked me to kill Myung Dohoon.”





“...What?”





The unbelievable words made Hongseo turn his head in surprise. Haeseong’s darkened gaze met Hongseo’s, calm and steady.





“He chased me down and screamed that I had to kill Myung Dohoon. Only then would you... close your eyes.”





Hongseo’s chin started to tremble. Haeseong, who had been fixated on him, looked at him, his eyes now darting around. Haeseong took the wine glass from Hongseo’s hand and set it down on the carpet. He pulled him in more tightly.





“Sorry. Let’s not talk about these painful things for now.”





Haeseong pressed his lips to Hongseo’s hair.





The air felt cooler, and Hongseo noticed that the fire in the fireplace was nearly out. He absentmindedly stroked Haeseong’s arm while staring at the fading flames.





Then, suddenly, Hongseo realized something. Maybe Haeseong would be uncomfortable sharing a bed with him. But it wasn’t easy to bring it up. He knew that if they were to move this forward, he’d have to take the initiative.





“Shall we... go to bed? We’re supposed to go hiking tomorrow, after all.”





Haeseong checked the time by lifting Hongseo’s wrist, instead of looking at his watch. It was nearly 3 a.m.





“There’s a twin bedroom available. How about we share that room?”





“...”





“It’s like when we first stayed at your house. We slept in a room like that, didn’t we?”





“That’s right.”





“It feels like going back to that time, just after we met.”





Hongseo lightly tapped Haeseong’s arm that was around his collarbone. Then he stood up, pulling Haeseong’s wrist as he did.





“I told you. I won’t get hurt until you’re completely sure about me.”





“......”





"I hate pushing myself more."





The face of Lee Hae-sung, who was sitting with his hand held by Choi Hong-seo, looked complicated as he stared up at him.





After a long while, he leaned on the force of Choi Hong-seo’s pull and stood up from his large body.





He had asked his attendants, who had accompanied him from Korea, to ensure that they could be alone together without any distractions. True to his request, there was no sign of anyone until they reached the guest bedroom on the second floor.





He had changed into the pajamas he had bought today, which had been laundered and dried by his attendants, and laid down to sleep.





He thought he wouldn't fall asleep easily, but in an instant, he drifted into a deep sleep, as if his worries about what to say were irrelevant.





Was it a dream or reality?





He felt a gaze from the edge of the bed, as if Lee Hae-sung was looking down at him, but before he could confirm whether it was a dream or not, he was drawn back into deep sleep. It was understandable; so much had happened that day.












Thanks to the deep sleep he had after the previous night, Choi Hong-seo woke up early in the morning. He felt as though he had been awake for a long time despite having slept deeply like a baby.





When he felt the heavy arm resting on his chest and abdomen, along with the warmth and breath nearby, he was startled and remembered where he was.





"..."





Lee Hae-sung, holding Choi Hong-seo in his arms, was lying on his side facing him, deeply asleep. His brow was furrowed.





He couldn't remember when Lee Hae-sung had moved to this bed.





Was the image he had seen in his sleep last night not a dream? Had he sat up, watched him sleep, and then crawled into the bed?





He wanted to gently stroke Lee Hae-sung's face and smooth out his furrowed brow, but he decided against it. He stared at Lee Hae-sung’s bare shoulder, chest, and arms, rising and falling with each breath.





He could look at him all day long without getting bored, and he could stay with him all day without getting tired. The problem, though, was that his body seemed to crave him again. He didn’t want to feel embarrassed about wanting the person he loved, but at the same time, he didn’t want to make him feel guilty.





When did he become so driven by desire?





He gently lifted the heavy arm from his chest and carefully got out of bed.





As in the early hours, the mansion was quiet, and there was no sign of anyone. Choi Hong-seo, dressed in his pajamas and a thick cardigan, quietly went out to the front yard.





"Hah..."





The world was peaceful and dazzling, as if the strong winds of the previous night had been a lie. The sea was calm, shining like broken glass fragments.





He walked down the steep steps that led from the infinity pool across a wide lawn to the beach. This was the place where he had taken a short walk with Lee Hae-sung after arriving at the villa the day before.





Unlike the Malibu Beach and Puerto Beach he had seen on the way in from Beverly Hills, the narrow beach faced a cliff. Walking along the concave-shaped beach, he cleared his mind with the refreshing morning breeze. He thought he would walk to the end of the beach, without thinking about anything.





"Choi Hong-seo, Choi Hong-seo!!"





His name echoed in his ears so clearly that Choi Hong-seo stopped in his tracks.





"Choi Hong-seo!"





It was definitely Lee Hae-sung's voice. When Choi Hong-seo turned around, he saw him rushing down the steep stairs, taking several steps at a time. He was hurrying so much that it seemed like he might fall any moment.





Moreover, he was exactly as he had looked asleep in bed. He was bare-chested, with no gown on, only wearing pajama pants. He was not someone who would come outside looking so disheveled, even if he was comfortable indoors. Something must have happened.





Choi Hong-seo’s heart began to race. He quickened his steps.





"Choi Hong-seo!"





Even though he had already seen Choi Hong-seo, Lee Hae-sung’s voice rose louder as he reached the bottom of the stairs. He wasn’t just raising his voice to get someone's attention from a distance.





Choi Hong-seo started running toward him. Lee Hae-sung’s pace, on the other hand, slowed down. With every heavy step, his face looked like someone who had lost their soul.





When they were only about ten steps apart, Choi Hong-seo slowed his steps again and carefully observed Lee Hae-sung’s pale, terrified face. His lips were blue.





"What’s wrong... is something...!"





As the distance between them closed, Lee Hae-sung reached out and grabbed Choi Hong-seo’s shoulder from behind, pulling him roughly into his embrace. His other arm tightened around his body as if trying to crush him. Their chests slammed together, and they could feel each other’s pounding hearts.





"I thought I lost you..."





"......"





"I thought I lost you because I took my eyes off you, because I fell asleep, and you disappeared..."





"......"





"I thought it was all over..."





He was speaking incoherently, like someone who was half out of their mind.


  
    Chapter 139
  
  
    “Because you weren’t there…”



    



    “......”



    



    “I took my eyes off you, I fell asleep, and I thought you were gone…”



    



    “......”



    



    “I thought it was all over…”



    



    He was speaking in a delirious manner, like someone who had lost their mind.



    



    The long and strong arm wrapped around Choi Hong-seo’s torso wasn’t holding back at all. It was like a predator lunging at its prey, unaware that its own weight or power could threaten the other person, instead acting as a sign of affection.



    



    A dull pain spread across his chest, and he couldn’t breathe enough through his nose alone. Still, Choi Hong-seo didn’t ask him to let go. Instead, he tilted his chin up and opened his mouth to breathe deeply.



    



    Feeling his taut muscles rapidly exhaling beside his bare back, he put his hands on his back, trying to understand the situation.



    



    Realizing he couldn’t hold onto him any tighter, Lee Hae-seong bowed his head. His actions were desperate, as though he wanted to stay close to Choi Hong-seo for as long as possible.



    



    “The seat next to me was empty, my phone and other belongings were still there... And no one said they saw you this morning…”



    



    “......”



    



    “It was terrifying.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong chuckled while shaking his torso, but it wasn’t a joyful laugh. It was more of a forced laugh to dispel the overwhelming fear. His stiff, shaky laughter didn’t last long.



    



    With a voice tinged with a sigh, he confessed as though he was collapsing.



    



    “I just prayed… that your soul hadn’t left.”



    



    “Ah…”



    



    A small sigh-like moan escaped from Choi Hong-seo’s lips.



    



    The reason he had run out to the beach in his disheveled sleepwear became clear.



    



    After briefly gripping the cardigan Choi Hong-seo was wearing, Lee Hae-seong gradually released his grip. His face was reluctant, as if he didn’t want to detach from Choi Hong-seo, even slightly.



    



    His cold, sweaty hands cupped his face. He lifted Choi Hong-seo’s chin to look into his eyes.



    



    “Is it still Hong-seo?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded to confirm. But it seemed that wasn’t enough for Lee Hae-seong.



    



    “It’s really still you, right?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo placed his hand on top of Lee Hae-seong’s hands, which were covering his face.



    



    “It’s Hong-seo. It really is.”



    



    This time, Lee Hae-seong nodded. His mouth twitched into a small, strained smile. He awkwardly wiped his face several times with his large palm.



    



    “Haha... I overreacted, didn’t I?”



    



    He forced a smile, but his face was still pale.



    



    “It wasn’t an overreaction. I shouldn’t have left without saying anything. I was wrong. I won’t do it again.”



    



    “......”



    



    For a while, neither of them spoke. They both silently recalled the moment when Choi Hong-seo had disappeared from this world, but neither dared to bring it up. The calm and steady sound of the waves and the slightly chilly sea breeze filled the quiet silence.



    



    Seeing Lee Hae-seong’s bare torso look too cold, Choi Hong-seo reached out to stroke his chest, shoulders, and arms. Lee Hae-seong tightly gripped both of Choi Hong-seo’s wrists, whispering with a face that looked as though it had been shattered.



    



    “Okay, just don’t do that again. You don’t have to ever do that again.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, still standing, wiped his face several more times and then reached for Choi Hong-seo’s hand. His broad palm covered Choi Hong-seo’s hand completely.



    



    “Shall we go? Let’s have breakfast and then go hiking.”



    



    The narrow and steep stairs along the cliff made it impossible for them to walk side by side. Holding hands and walking one behind the other was uncomfortable, but Lee Hae-seong willingly endured the discomfort. It seemed like he had no intention of letting go of Choi Hong-seo’s hand.



    



    “I woke up a little earlier than planned, but there’s supposed to be rain in the afternoon anyway. It worked out well. We’ll go quickly and then relax in the afternoon.”



    



    He spoke more than usual, probably trying to show he was okay, but his stiff tone and tense voice only revealed his unease.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, following behind while holding Lee Hae-seong’s outstretched hand, glanced down without thinking. His feet, stepping on the stairs, came into view. He was barefoot. The wet grass, dirt from the steps, and sand from the beach had splattered onto the calf portion of his blue pajama pants, leaving a mess of vertical streaks.



    



    He hadn’t even thought about putting on shoes, let alone a shirt.



    



    He might have felt even more terrifying fear than he had explained to himself.



    



    He could imagine Lee Hae-seong, running around the vast mansion like a madman, calling out his name. A man who had completely lost his usual calm and detached demeanor, frantically searching for his loved one, terrified.



    



    Swishhh. As they reached the last step, the sounds of the waves and the wind, which had been out of his consciousness until then, suddenly filled his ears. He looked at Lee Hae-seong’s strong back, which seemed unshakable by any force. Then his gaze dropped to Lee Hae-seong’s bare feet stepping on the grass.



    



    He had once thought of him as a person who could have anything, who owned the world, like a god…



    



    But now, he didn’t know what he was looking at.



    



    Choi Hong-seo pulled on Lee Hae-seong’s hand in the opposite direction. Lee Hae-seong stopped and turned around, looking at him with a face still frozen in shock.



    



    “At first… I thought I was crazy.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I thought I had died and had woken up inside someone else’s body, but… actually, I’m Yoon Hye-an, and I just thought I was Choi Hong-seo… That seemed like the more plausible explanation.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong’s eyes widened as he looked at Choi Hong-seo. It was a topic they had both avoided since yesterday.



    



    “But if that were true… all my memories of you should be wrong.”



    



    “......”



    



    “If it was just a delusion of a mad person, then every memory would be too detailed and vivid… I couldn’t think of anything but you…”



    



    His gaze dropped as he held Choi Hong-seo’s hand tightly. He took a deep breath to hold back his tears. Lee Hae-seong’s bare feet came close, and he gently pressed Choi Hong-seo’s head onto his shoulder.



    



    “Hong-seo, it’s okay. You don’t have to talk about it now. There’s no need to talk when you’re already in pain.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo shook his head, still resting his forehead on Lee Hae-seong’s shoulder.



    



    “Actually, I’m scared.”



    



    “......”



    



    “After I got to be with you again, after I could talk to you, I started getting more scared.”



    



    He raised his head, looking directly into Lee Hae-seong’s eyes, thinking that he shouldn’t avoid this feeling.



    



    “I don’t know how long I can stay in Yoon Hye-an’s body… Whether my soul will leave and his soul will return, or if he’ll come back in a coma… and I’ll just disappear…”



    



    “Don’t you ever say something like that! You’re not going anywhere!”



    



    Lee Hae-seong grabbed Choi Hong-seo’s shoulders and shook him roughly. Choi Hong-seo saw the fear in his eyes. They both wanted to avoid this fear, but neither of them could.



    



    “I tried hard to think with my slow mind about what I could do for you…”



    



    “......”



    



    “But when I came back and saw you in so much pain, I regretted it.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong stopped shaking him and tightly held his shoulders.



    



    “No matter what terrible pain was waiting for us, I should have stayed and gone through it with you.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I can’t regret it again. So you have to say it when you have the chance.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I love you.”



    



    Ihaeseong’s hand fell off Choi Hongseo’s shoulder, and aside from that, no further movement came from him.



    



    It seemed as though he had completely forgotten the shock of searching for Choi Hongseo just moments ago. A new shock had replaced the previous one.



    



    He wanted to say something more than just "I love you." It didn’t feel like enough on its own. It wasn’t that he wanted to boast about how deeply he loved her, but rather that his feelings were more complicated, like an abstract painting, layered with alternating light and darkness, a subject that was unclear. But how could he explain such difficult emotions?



    



    Just as he was about to say "I love you" again, he approached.



    



    This time, Ihaeseong was careful, almost as if he was afraid. He gently drew closer, his chest barely touching hers, as his arm lightly brushed over her shoulder. His warm breath filled her ear.



    



    “You won’t disappear.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I won’t let that happen.”



    



    His whisper was soft, but there was no trace of fear in his voice anymore.



    



    His warm, rough lips pressed against her earlobe and trailed down to her temple. They gently brushed over her eyelid and slid down the bridge of her nose.



    



    “Ah…”



    



    Choi Hongseo, realizing what he intended to do, sighed and parted her lips. As she did, his lips met hers through the gap. Their lips alternated, lightly pressing and pulling at each other. As soon as his upper lip was caught by hers, the next moment, Choi Hongseo herself was kissing his upper lip. They repeated this, pressing softly, exchanging the wet softness of their mouths behind their lips.



    



    Amidst the shimmering fragments of the Pacific Ocean and the breeze that blew from the distant, unknown sea, they stood firm, reassuring and holding each other. At that moment, nothing seemed to be feared. They were kissing, and the relief of finally reaching him overwhelmed everything.



    



    With a soft "chook" sound, Ihaeseong’s lips gently pulled away. As he rubbed his nose against hers, his gaze was still fixed on her lips.



    



    “Do you still want to go hiking?”



    



    Choi Hongseo shook her head. Each time she shook her head, their noses brushed against each other. There was no need to decide who would go first, and there was no need for a proposal or agreement. Hand in hand, they quickened their steps back to the mansion.
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    When they roughly pushed open the large glass door connected to the living room, the two of them were almost running. Despite Ihaeseong having told his staff the day before to move out of sight so that it seemed like they were the only ones there, his attendants appeared and rushed out from somewhere. It seemed like they had been making a commotion, asking about Choi Hongseo’s whereabouts.



    



    However, Ihaeseong didn’t stop for them.



    



    “We’re canceling the hiking. If we need anything, we’ll call.”



    



    With just a brief explanation, he continued to hurry while still holding Choi Hongseo’s hand.



    



    The implication was clear—if anything was needed, they would call, so until then, don’t interfere.



    



    Their footsteps left traces on the floor, with Choi Hongseo’s shoes and Ihaeseong’s bare feet leaving marks along the path. But of course, he didn’t care about that. Unlike his usual neat behavior, avoiding unnecessary noise, he stomped down the second-floor hallway recklessly in his bare feet.



    



    Ihaeseong headed for the master bedroom, not the twin bedroom they had used the night before. The main bedroom had a super king-size bed. Of course, there was only one bed. Choosing that room meant they would be sleeping together.



    



    Once the door was closed, he moved toward the bathroom without hesitation. Choi Hongseo, who had been silently following behind, grabbed his arm with both hands and pulled her hips back. At the sudden halt, Ihaeseong furrowed his brow and looked back.



    



    “What’s wrong?”



    



    “Are you really okay with this?”



    



    “With what?”



    



    “You could take it slow, right? There’s no need to rush... You don’t have to do this right now...”



    



    He had clearly hesitated to kiss her before. It was still on his mind. If he was rushing because of the shock from earlier in the morning, even though he wasn’t ready, that was not something she wanted.



    



    Ihaeseong looked down without a word and just pulled her hand again, as if the question didn’t deserve an answer. Or perhaps as though he had a more precise answer prepared.



    



    Stopping in front of the bathroom entrance, he carelessly touched the cardigan Choi Hongseo was wearing. It was one of the many clothes she had bought the day before at the boutique. The expensive cardigan fell to the floor like an unnecessary garment, and his hand slipped inside her T-shirt. As his hand squirmed upward toward her chest, he looked down at it. It was a very provocative scene. But Choi Hongseo grabbed his wrist again. Unable to meet his eyes, her gaze dropped to her lower stomach, which had tightened with excitement.



    



    “I know what you’re thinking... Hah... But it’s not that.”



    



    Between his gentle voice, there was a sweet sigh.



    



    “You think I still have some kind of rejection to kissing and sex because my face is different, right?”



    



    He hit the mark. No matter how much he said otherwise, no matter how much he held her while she cried in the gallery, no matter how much he held her hand and called her his partner in front of people, she had never allowed herself to kiss him.



    



    “Whether it’s plastic surgery, an accident, or just aging, faces change. If I don’t look like this one day, will you stop loving me then?”



    



    She shook her head vigorously, lowering her face.



    



    “That’s not true.”



    



    Using his other hand, which wasn’t being held by her, he lifted her chin. Despite his scolding expression, his gaze was warm.



    



    “Then why do I think you might?”



    



    “Ah…”



    



    “From the moment I embraced you, trembling in Gangwon Province, and we came down the mountain together, to me, you’ve always been Hongseo.”



    



    “......”



    



    “You’ve only ever been Hongseo.”



    



    “Then why…”



    



    She couldn’t bring herself to ask why he hadn’t kissed her. But she didn’t stop his hand as it lifted her T-shirt again.



    



    Now standing facing each other, both of them had removed their tops. His fingers tangled in her hair, gently smoothing the messy strands she had gotten from taking off the shirt. His hands, large from his height, moved carefully and delicately, trying to be gentle—this was the touch of Ihaeseong that Choi Hongseo knew.



    



    His hand traced through her hair, down to her ear, and then kissed her eyelids, her brow, the bridge of her nose, and her philtrum in order. To prove that it wasn’t because his face had changed that he had avoided kissing her, he kept his gaze fixed on her eyes the entire time. Even though the distance was so close that their focus wavered, neither of them closed their eyes. They both knew how precious this moment was.



    



    His kiss moved from her philtrum to her lips. It was more intense than the kiss they had shared at the cliffside in the garden. He tilted her chin more firmly and pressed their lips together, and between their matching lips, his tongue slid in.



    



    “Mm, hmm...”



    



    His eyes trembled at the nostalgic sensation of his tongue in her mouth. Even on that day when he asked if he could hold him like Choi Hong-seo, the kiss was omitted. I entwined my tongue with his, which filled my mouth. Sticky saliva clung and fell apart, and the wet flesh rubbed against each other, making lewd sounds as they entered and exited each other's mouths, tickling the ears. My shoulders hunched.



    



    "Huh." Heh...



    



    Lee Haeseong pushed Choi Hongseo into the bathroom as is. Because he hugged her waist and lifted her halfway, Choi Hong-seo's toes dragged on the tiles.



    



    "Um, uh, um."



    



    As the kiss gradually deepened, the rough movements of the tongue probing and stirring up the mouth made him breathless and panting, and by the time he placed Choi Hong-seo inside the shower booth. Choi Hong-seo's lips, leaning against the glass wall and panting heavily, were slick with the saliva of both.



    



    Lee Ha-sung placed his hands on the glass wall above Choi Hong-seo's shoulders. Bending his upper body, his face came closer. He nibbled on the lower lip with the tip of his upper teeth, then sucked on it, pulling it in and letting it go.



    



    "Hongseo, do you know what regret is?"



    



    In the meantime, his voice was tightly locked with excitement.



    



    "If you came back because of lingering regrets, because of unresolved sorrow."



    



    "......"



    



    "When your grudge is resolved, then what will happen to you..."



    



    There was barely a distance between their lips. Every time he spoke, their lips touched, and occasionally, he would press his lips against hers gently. It was as if talking and kissing were happening simultaneously.



    



    The conversation and the kiss were momentarily paused. Pressing their foreheads together, Lee Hae-sung took a deep breath for a moment. His broad chest, which was visible from above, swelled and then deflated.



    



    "I'm worried that there might be an expiration date on this reunion." Kissing and sex, that's why I avoided it.



    



    If I fully acknowledge you as Choi Hong-seo, and if we become physically connected... Then, perhaps the resentment you've been holding onto will be released, and so, it might just disappear.



    



    Ihaeseong added an explanation like that.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, without realizing it, reached out and slapped his cheek. His eyes, acknowledging his fear, neither looked strong nor did they resemble an omnipotent god. It was just a lover sharing the most pitiful and tender hearts with someone.



    



    Lee Ha-sung briefly lowered his eyelids and let out a bitter chuckle. Regret... I was afraid that Choi Hong-seo would disappear... As if he couldn't believe that he himself was afraid of such supernatural phenomena.



    



    "The prince saved the princess." In the end, the princess found the story's ending to be scary.



    



    "......"



    



    "Not cool, right?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo shook his head. On the contrary. How can a person be this lovable? My heart felt tight.



    



    His love was so deep and profound that it felt beyond his ability to measure. I never even imagined it could be for that reason. I was grateful that the person I learned to love was Lee Haesung.



    



    As he tightened his grip on the hand covering his cheek, Choi Hong-seo stepped forward and kissed him first. I will not leave any regrets. Whether it's my heart or my body, I won't hesitate to give it all to him. I parted my lips and, gathering my courage, whispered.



    



    "Let's do it, us." Even if I disappear after this sex... don't let go of each other... We are connected.



    



    He pressed his lips against Choi Hong-seo's as if to swallow him whole. He pressed their lips together so forcefully that the lower lip was almost pulled back, rubbing the exposed mucous membrane against Choi Hong-seo's lips and tongue. Choi Hong-seo also slurped and eagerly sucked on his lips. With the hand that was cradling his cheek, she embraced the back of his neck and stroked the taut muscles that flowed like waves over their connected shoulders. Between their parted lips, two tongues writhed lewdly, repeatedly disappearing into the space between their entwined lips.



    



    "Hmm..." Hmm. Yeah.



    



    His thighs dug in between her legs. Moving side to side, the heat of rubbing the perineum gently made my waist melt languidly in an instant.



    



    "Heuuee, heuk..." Uh, huff. Yeah."



    



    It vibrated all the way through his body in time with the rhythm of his thigh movements. Starting from the thighs that were as thick as his legs, his entire body trembled. Even his moans were trembling. The small hole hidden between my buttocks, which I usually live without even being aware of, suddenly feels unbearably empty. All I can think about is the sweet tingling sensation spreading from there.



    



    Wrapping my arms around his neck, to the point where I would willingly spill words that seemed utterly impossible to say in my right mind.



    



    "I'll do it." I'll sleep with you, mister. Not eating or sleeping... "I just want to hole up here with the old man and have sex."



    



    Even while Choi Hong-seo was speaking, his hand, which had been sucking on his upper lip, slid from his armpit down to his side. He tightly grasped Choi Hong-seo's buttocks, which were almost straddling his thigh, a couple of times and then slid his hand inside the band. As he pushed his fingertips into the white flesh inside the underwear, he lowered his head deeply. He moistened the earlobe with his tongue and poured sweet compliments over it, making them stick.



    



    "Good boy, our Hongseo."
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    "Good boy, our Hongseo."



    



    "Heh, sob... sob..." Sniff...



    



    A sob broke through the moans. Unlike the days when he was neglected, belittled, and used, he remembered being praised for even the smallest things by his side. It seemed to Choi Hong-seo that he had long waited to hear those simple words of praise again, as if addressing a child.



    



    I thought he wouldn't notice because it was mixed with my moans. Ihaesung, who had been gripping the bare buttocks, withdrew his hand and this time patted the buttocks over the clothes.



    



    "You're so good." Because you're so good, let's stop crying now. "Okay?"



    



    Swaaaaaa.



    



    With the sound of water hitting the tile floor, reminiscent of waves or rain, it started to wet my face first. The pants that had soaked through quickly stuck to the skin.



    



    The body, having finished showering before going to bed last night, still smelled fragrant. However, in order to intertwine freely, it was necessary to at least clean up the groin area a bit more. Ihaeseong created a lather with the cleanser between his palms. He dispensed a sufficient amount onto Choi Hong-seo's hands as well and began to scrub every corner of Choi Hong-seo's body, demonstrating as he went. Without using a towel, with his bare hands.



    



    "Heh, hick..." Hmm.



    



    As if massaging the nape of the neck, the hands kneaded and then traced down the spine in a zigzag manner, following the curve of the lower back towards the hips. His touch, rich with slippery foam, awakened the senses wherever it passed. I couldn't tell if he was showering like it was an act of affection or if he was just using the foam to engage in an act of affection.



    



    "Ugh..." Hic.”



    



    Due to the anticipation of what was about to happen, Choi Hong-seo's waist twitched, causing his hips to shake. At such a reaction to his own body, Choi Hong-seo's ears turned hot. He kissed her warm ear.



    



    "Even Hongseo should make me clean." "Is it because I'm feeling too sensitive and it's making it so hard for me?"



    



    "Heuuu..." Huh.”



    



    To the warm voice that sank heavily, I hesitantly began to move my hand. I just rubbed my palm on his back, which I had only held onto, and made bubbles. I traced each and every one of the writhing, curved muscles, feeling their volume and firmness.



    



    Swish.



    



    His thigh pushed deeper in, bouncing off Choi Hong-seo's body and lifting him up. The sensation of their lower bodies pressed against each other, separated only by the wet cloth, was even more intense.



    



    "Haaah..." Haah, ha... Sniff.



    



    His hand, which had burrowed back into the thin indoor clothes clinging tightly to the skin, grabbed her buttocks and pulled her close. His bulging groin, to the point of being awkward, pressed firmly against Choi Hong-seo's chest. His penis, stimulated by his thighs and pelvis, was not completely flaccid either.



    



    Whether it was because of the warm water pouring from the showerhead or the body heat, the skin under the wet clothes felt hotter than usual. It was the same for both his and Choi Hong-seo's. Looking down, the shape of his erect penis was clearly visible through the wet pajamas. The thickness and length, as well as the shape of the glans, were all clearly visible.



    



    "Ugh, huh..." Sniff...



    



    That remarkable thing, steaming as if it could produce steam, and oozing with positive energy. I was itching to enjoy pleasure with him using that, it felt like I was going to go crazy.



    



    Even if the dead soul awakens in someone else's body, even after experiencing such a shocking event, it was amazing that I still felt hungry. Even though I became sensitive and stayed up all night with my eyes wide open, I eventually fell asleep without realizing it. No matter how deep the love for him was, the flesh also desired him.



    



    If all of that is proof of being a living human, Choi Hong-seo wanted to be true to those desires. The things the body demands are vulgar. I couldn't think of it that way. Because I have lost it. Because of that, I have seen my loved ones suffer.



    



    "You used to do that too, and now you're watching closely...." Shyly.



    



    Embarrassed, huh? I wanted to joke around and tell them not to lie, but I gave up because I didn't think I could manage a calm voice.



    



    Behind the low laughter, his hand pushed down Choi Hong-seo's lower garments. Because of the cleanser's foam, the pants came off without resistance even though they were wet. The buttocks and genitals were exposed, and Hae-seong spread his fingers wide as if gauging the volume of the buttocks, gripping the flesh firmly.



    



    "Are you exercising regularly?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded.



    



    Yoon Hye-an's body was not being taken care of at all. Since she was young, she might look somewhat attractive just by being relatively thin now, but that was only temporary. Just being thin wasn't enough; the way clothes fit, the lines of dance, and the appearance on screen while acting couldn't be at their best. Balanced muscles were essential.



    



    The roles of casting Choi Hong-seo or Yoon Hye-an required more than just acting skills, so those aspects could not be neglected.



    



    Moreover, I wanted to become even a little more similar to the body of the old Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "Our Hongseo is amazing at self-care."



    



    One of Lee Hae-sung's hands, which had kissed my cheek, slipped between my legs, while the other climbed up my side.



    



    "Ugh, ugh."



    



    With his soapy hands awkwardly gripping Lee Hae-sung's waist, Choi Hong-seo's body swayed. From behind to the front, Lee Hae-sung's right hand, which had been gently rubbing under Choi Hong-seo, steadied itself.



    



    The left hand had already reached near the chest. The straight and long middle finger circled around the areola.



    



    "The nipple is swollen."



    



    In response to his worried voice, Choi Hong-seo looked down at her chest. The chest, which had begun to develop muscles, albeit thinly, was beating irregularly. And as he said, the areolas were more pronounced than usual.



    



    From below, his large right hand gently enveloped the entire bottom.



    



    "Here too..." It's more swollen than usual.



    



    "Sigh, sob."



    



    Choi Hong-seo bit Lee Hae-sung's side as if clinging on, lifting his chin.



    



    "When sexually aroused, the area around the genitals and even the nipples become more pronounced than usual." There are differences depending on the person, though.



    



    "Heh..." Sniff.



    



    "Hongseo's body wants sex."



    



    Bowing his head and whispering in his ear like that, Lee Hae-sung's left hand began to fondle the hardened nipple.



    



    "My... My... my body, was like this?



    



    "That's right." I didn't tell you everything back then, though.



    



    He pressed his lips against Choi Hong-seo's temple, paused for a moment, and then continued speaking.



    



    "And now, this body is your body too." Hongseo's new body."



    



    "......"



    



    "I won't give it back."



    



    His lips traced down along the jawline, neck, and collarbone.



    



    The time had come for the round, plump nipple, which had formed into a small pea shape in the center of the swollen areola, to be swallowed.



    



    "Ugh!"



    



    Like a witness to a scene that one cannot bear to see with their eyes open. Choi Hong-seo covered her mouth with her hand. Because she took a step back, the back of her head hit the glass wall again.



    



    "Mm, mm!"



    



    With one hand gripping and rubbing the rounded right nipple, he began to suck on the left breast's nipple. Due to the sideways position against Choi Hong-seo's side, his cheek sucking on the breast pressed against the upper chest. The right hand was fiddling below behind Choi Hong-seo.



    



    At the same time, Choi Hong-seo was at a loss with the simultaneous caresses.



    



    I wrapped my hand, which wasn't covering my mouth, around his neck and tightly gripped his shoulder. The plump, fleshy nipple was rolled around wildly in his hot mouth. The tip of his tongue gently poked the flesh, pressing and twisting it back and forth. Holding it between my index and thumb, I gently squeezed and pinched the other breast, and it was just as maddening.



    



    "Ugh, sob..." Sniff. Sniff."



    



    The hips bucked at the rapid flicking of the tongue, which increased in speed and quickly scraped across the surface of the nipple. It was hard to stand.



    



    Just looking down at him, who was lost in ecstasy as he pressed against my chest, intensified my excitement. The erect penis was bobbing on its own, dripping a translucent fluid. My hips kept lifting, and my heels were rising. I put strength into the tips of my toes as I pushed against the tiles.



    



    Between the two cheeks, the finger, delving into the secret and deep-hidden place, circled the anal entrance.



    



    "Umm, hmm." Huff. Huh.”



    



    Slowly, the slippery fingers digging in deeply felt vividly. Choi Hong-seo instinctively held his breath and tightened his buttocks. My mouth has gone completely dry. I removed the hand that was blocking my jaw, lifted my chin, and took a sip of the water flowing from the showerhead.



    



    "Hah!"



    



    And then, she immediately poured it out.



    



    Inside, in that cramped space, he spread his fingers apart.



    



    "Ugh, yeah..." Sob...



    



    The feeling of being forcibly stretched reminded me of the impending insertion of the penis. The long fingers, piercing through the tightly clinging, winding walls of flesh, tantalizingly brushed past the rounded, sensitive areas, driving me to the brink of madness.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who couldn't stay still, flinched, twisted his waist, and fidgeted, and Lee Hae-seong glanced up at him. As if scolding, he bit the nipple and chewed it just enough to cause a slight pain.



    



    "Ugh!"



    



    "Why are you so restless?"



    



    "Ugh, ugh..." Huh...”



    



    I slid my slippery fingertips into the shoulder he had wrapped his arm around and twisted. Not even realizing what it was a denial of.



    



    "Are you hoping for a hard poke?"



    



    The fingers that were spreading the inside of the buttocks brushed against the protruding area once again, barely grazing it.



    



    "Here."



    



    "Ugh!"



    



    "Should I crush it, press it down, and completely mash it?"



    



    "Heh, sob." Huh. Huh.”



    



    "Then I know what happens to Hongseo."



    



    "Haaah, hhh..." Sniff... Huh, sob...



    



    "Are you crying just because you like what I'm saying?" "How can we just have sex without eating or sleeping like this?"



    



    Tsk. After the sound of clicking his tongue, his gaze suddenly dropped. He knelt before Choi Hong-seo's feet without hesitation. Choi Hong-seo's penis, continuously leaking, brushed against his chin with difficulty. He pulled his fingers out of the anus, grabbed the base of his penis, and kissed the glans.



    



    "Ugh, fine, I'm going to bed..."



    



    Choi Hong-seo grabbed his wrist, which was wrapped around the base of his penis, and pulled it upwards.



    



    "Back then, I just thought it was something I had to do..." I was going to start with fellatio, but now...



    



    Kneeling as if praying to God, he took the glans into his mouth and lifted his chin to look up at Choi Hong-seo. As he traced the rim of his ear with his fingertips, Choi Hong-seo looked down at him with a loving gaze.



    



    "Because I love you, I want to do it."



    



    "......"



    



    "It would be nice if we could help each other." Today.



    



    The wet glans slipped out from between his lips. Thwack, the penis that had grazed his lower abdomen rebounded and brushed against his nose again. With his lips still on the base of the penis, Yeseong continued to look up and spoke.



    



    "That, are you suggesting we do 69?"
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    “Is that what you mean by doing 69?”



    



    As if he were worshipping Choi Hong-seo's genitals, he rubbed his cheek and nose against its pillar and smiled faintly, pulling his lips together. He tried to hide it, but the smile was dark with bitterness.



    



    First time sleeping. Choi Hong-seo's unconsciousness of trying to do fellatio before even sharing a proper kiss or caress. Now, both of them are aware of what caused that behavior.



    



    A mistake made without knowing what was wrong, having only known sex that involved serving and being exploited.



    



    Hae-seong wiped the water droplets that were scattered from the edge of the shower head from his face. Then, he pulled down Choi Hong-seo’s pants, which were hanging loosely below his buttocks, to his ankles while still kneeling. Choi Hong-seo grabbed his shoulders and pulled out his feet one by one, until he was completely naked. He felt as if he was his master who was being served with utmost care.



    



    Lee Hae-seong stretched out his legs and raised his long body, and took off his pajamas. Choi Hong-seo, who was watching him take off his clothes without any hesitation, averted his gaze when their eyes met. His bare feet came close, treading on the water.



    



    Thud, the glass wall behind him hit him again, and Lee Hae-seong placed his hand on Choi Hong-seo’s shoulder. As he bent his upper body, the water spraying towards his face was blocked.



    



    “Why is your face red when you make such a bold suggestion?”



    



    “......”



    



    “It wasn’t me who suggested it, it was Hongseo who suggested it.”



    



    Scratch. His feet came closer. The tips of his toes touched the front of his big toes. Their erections brushed against each other, close enough that the glans rubbed against his pubic hair.



    



    “That’s, uh, right, but... um... um.”



    



    As soon as I felt the tip of my chin lift gently, my lips closed. A warm, wet red tongue surged in like a large wave, filling my mouth, and the arms wrapped around my back pulled me in tightly.



    



    They still held each other's bodies, which were still slippery, and shared a long kiss, rubbing and washing every nook and cranny of each other's bodies with their hands.



    



    He wrapped a large towel around Choi Hong-seo's body like a blanket to dry him, then squeezed the water out of his hair with a washcloth. Then, he combed his wet hair with his fingers and kissed her forehead.



    



    They returned to the bedroom, holding hands, without even putting on a gown. While Choi Hong-seo sat on the edge of the bed, Lee Hae-seong opened the curtains so that only a very dim light could come in. With eyes that were not yet accustomed to the darkness, they could only distinguish each other’s silhouettes and sharp gazes.



    



    He climbed onto the bed with his knees bent and sat down in the middle of the bed first. He lay down on the sheets without a pillow and smiled at Choi Hong-seo. The silhouette of his long body stood out in the darkness. His erect penis was standing upright, maintaining a firm angle, just slightly above his lower abdomen.



    



    Choi Hong-seo pulled both legs up onto the bed and crawled towards him. Although he had decided to reveal everything to him, it was still not easy to lie face down on top of him.



    



    He grabbed Choi Hong-seo's hesitant hand and led him.



    



    Slowly, he sat on his stomach as he instructed. With his back and butt exposed to him. This time, he grabbed Choi Hong-seo’s ankle and pulled him back. Sensitive to even such a small action, Choi Hong-seo looked back with a start.



    



    “If I want to lie down, I have to come back further?”



    



    He placed his hands on his lower abdomen and moved his knees further back, toward his armpits. It was more appropriate to say that he was half-dragged by the force of his pull. When his ankles passed his shoulders, he this time wrapped his arms around his thighs and pulled him back. By the time his calves were firmly caught in his armpits, there was no room to retreat. His chin was between his hip bones.



    



    Choi Hong-seo kept turning his head and looking down with an anxious expression. In the darkness, Lee Hae-seong looked up at him with narrowed eyes. Then, the hand that was wrapped around her thigh moved up to stroke her skin and pressed down on her lower back.



    



    “......”



    



    Choi Hong-seo bit his lower lip and slowly lowered his upper body to lie face down. Naturally, his buttocks lifted, and his two hands stroked the flesh on his buttocks in a circular motion.



    



    Unlike Choi Hong-seo, who immediately took hold of his penis and put his tongue on the glans, he started by observing it closely.



    



    My spread-legged position, my spread-out buttocks, my penis hanging upside down and scraping against his collarbone, my testicles peeking out between my legs. I wanted to hide. I was so conscious of my lower body that I couldn't see it, that I couldn't focus on his genitals standing right in front of me.



    



    His rough breathing from his nose and lips touched my delicate flesh. I could feel the warmth and moisture mixed in his breath, and I could tell he was very close. His hands, caressing the outside and inside of my thighs, pressing my perineum with his fingertips, pulling my testicles lightly, and playing with my penis, seemed like those of a scholar seriously researching. The sexual intensity was almost imperceptible. Nevertheless, Choi Hong-seo's waist gradually became tired, and his exposed buttocks shook.



    



    “Ugh, uh... uh...”



    



    By the time he had spread the hole wide open with his fingers, I couldn't stand it any longer.



    



    “Yeah, well, you don’t have to look at it carefully...”



    



    “Because it’s Hongseo’s new body. I have to engrave it in my mind and get used to it, one by one.”



    



    He said it as if it was a given. Between the buttocks. Looking closely into the gaping anus.



    



    Not Yoon Hye-an's body, but Choi Hong-seo's new body.



    



    Apart from the shame that felt like my body was on fire, something inside me was healed whenever I heard him say those words. The fear and anxiety that had been standing up like scales turned over by a knife, as if a life that had already died had awakened in someone else's body, slowly subsided.



    



    Other people didn't matter. If only Hae-seong could see himself as Choi Hong-seo, he could exist as Choi Hong-seo. It wasn't scary or confusing.



    



    I could show him anything, because I had faith that he would accept me as I was. As I groped his penis again and kissed the veiny pillar, his voice rang out between my legs.



    



    “I decided not to regret it.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I’m going to do that now too.”



    



    “Ugh... Ugh! Huff!”



    



    At the end of his words, he finally extended his tongue and licked the hole thickly. Choi Hong-seo reached out with his other hand that was not holding his penis and tightly grabbed his thigh. He desperately dug his fingertips into the tough muscle and grabbed it as if it were his lifeline.



    



    He rubbed his tongue widely over the anus without removing it. He shook his head from side to side as if trying to melt the hole with his tongue, pressing and pushing the entrance. Choi Hong-seo's lower body kept tightening. It was something that happened regardless of his will. He couldn't lick his penis anymore because of the shame that his hole, which was twitching as if forcing insertion, was being exposed to him in every detail. All he could do was lie down on his stomach and moan.



    



    “You said you wanted to do 69, but isn’t this just like me giving Hongseo fellatio?”



    



    “Uh, uh... yeah.”



    



    "huh?"



    



    As if he was urging, he jerked his waist and shook his genitals. The heavy, stiff thing nodded dully and rose up, slapping Choi Hong-seo in the face.



    



    “Haa, huh... hauk... huh.”



    



    Without even thinking about grabbing it with my hand, I stuck my tongue out like an idiot and turned my head here and there to chase it. It seemed like my not-so-good head was paralyzed by his tongue and lips that were digging all over my groin.



    



    “No, that’s not it, sir...”



    



    “Me? Me what? I’m just doing what Hongseo told me to do.”



    



    “Still, they’re somewhat similar to each other… ugh!”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had been scraping the entire genital area with his teeth, rubbing it with his tongue, and sucking it between his lips, suddenly chewed hard on a small piece of flesh. It was the perineum between the testicles and the anus, protruding like a sac. Choi Hong-seo opened his eyes wide and struggled at the pain of his tender flesh being chewed. Sweetness spread through the tingling sensation.



    



    After that, he bit here and there without thinking. From the inside of the thighs to the buttocks, and even the perineum that he had chewed at first, he bit several more times. If he could, he would have bitten even the inside of the anus. The sound of sucking flesh, slurping, slurping, resonated in the darkness.



    



    Choi Hong-seo wished he had said something. Even something mean to embarrass him more... No matter what obscene words he heard, it would be better than hearing this.



    



    “Ah... it hurts, it hurts...”



    



    With each bite and chew, the sweetness grew stronger than the pain, but I denied it.



    



    “Even though the Cooper fluid that Hongseo dripped down my collarbone is exciting?”



    



    “Ugh.”



    



    The pleasure of my eyes turning white made my body crawl forward without me realizing it. I was struggling as if by instinct to escape from a swamp that was pulling me deep inside.



    



    “Black!”



    



    But he didn't let her escape. He grabbed her pelvis with both hands and pulled her back with all his might. His face was completely buried in Choi Hong-seo's buttocks, which collapsed as if he was sinking. His high nose bridge pressed against her perineum, and his testicles were crushed above his lips.



    



    “Ahh, uh... yeah!”



    



    While he was half out of his mind from the stimulation of biting and sucking his testicles, this time his fingers dug long into the spot that had been sufficiently softened by saliva. Choi Hong-seo was startled and grabbed his thigh. The spot that had once been lightly teased in the bathroom was rubbed sharply and mercilessly this time.



    



    “Ugh, uh... heh... ha, uh... ah, no... no, no...!”



    



    Semen poured out into Hae-seong's chest and stomach. Choi Hong-seo, who had reached ejaculation, shook his entire body intermittently like a drug addict.



    



    “Haa, ha, haeu, ugh. Huh.”



    



    I crawled on the bed, trying to escape from the pleasure.



    



    “Ugh!”



    



    But before he could even get out between his calves, his ankles were grabbed. Both ankles were grabbed and he was dragged backwards. He raised his body and supported himself with his knees, and his buttocks were pressed against his groin.



    



    “Where are you going?”



    



    “Ugh, uh...”



    



    “I won’t send it this time.”



    



    He held Choi Hong-seo’s sides tightly and rubbed his genitals on the spot he had just carefully taken care of with his tongue and lips. Choi Hong-seo’s thighs trembled at the sexual stimulation provided by the bulging volume. He couldn’t tell if it was because he was scared or because he was looking forward to it.



    



    His waist fell back for a moment, and a soft pillow dug under Choi Hong-seo's cheek. And soon, a smooth, thick glans settled into place at the entrance of his anus and began to rub.



    



    “Even if you... don’t love me anymore, I won’t let you go. This time.”



    



    Incredibly, his hands were shaking as he attempted to insert it. I could feel them.



    



    If we become physically connected... then maybe the resentment you felt about me will be released and disappear.



    



    It seemed that the fear still remained in Hae-seong. Choi Hong-seo, who was hugging the pillow with both arms and lifting his buttocks, turned his head and looked at him.



    



    “Ugh! Huh, huh...”



    



    He dug into the entrance that had relaxed immediately after ejaculation. In the darkness that was quite familiar to him, his whole body was glistening with sweat. His face was distorted from the pain of forcing his penis, which was too small to fit into the narrow inner wall.



    



    “The kind uncle that Hongseo liked, he won’t do that anymore.”



    



    “Haaah, huh... ha. Huh.”



    



    “To love selfishly and badly.”



    



    Selfish and bad people don't put pillows under your cheeks. They don't bother to use their tongues and hands to loosen up your hole. I know what kind of sex selfish and bad people have.



    



    The beads of sweat that had been hanging from the tip of Lee Hae-seong's chin dripped down Choi Hong-seo's back. It seemed that his frowning eyes and mouth, and his hardened jaw muscles, were not due to the pain of insertion.
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    Choi Hong-seo, who buried his face in the pillow he was hugging, focused all his consciousness on the sensations that followed.



    



    His throbbing penis was like a vigorous beast confined in a cage that was ridiculously cramped for its strength and physique. An animal that wanted to run wild but couldn't, and was only allowed to advance a little bit, so all it could do was howl in frustration.



    



    You want to thrust deep inside him all at once and shake your hips as much as you want right away, but he endures. To the point where his whole body is drenched in sweat. Just as much as Choi Hong-seo's body allows.



    



    It was never selfish sex.



    



    “Can you hug me like Choi Hong-seo?”



    



    With the evening scenery of the city just beginning to set behind him, he wrapped the coat that Yoon Hye-an had handed him around her shoulders and gave it to her... Now I could understand why he had said those words.



    



    “From the moment I came down from the mountain in Gangwon-do, hugging you as you trembled, you were nothing but Hongseo to me.”



    



    At that time, the person who opened the coat and gave it to him was no longer Yun Hye-an, but Choi Hong-seo.



    



    The position where the head is buried in the pillow and only the buttocks are raised is blatantly for sexual intercourse. I had never known before that it was possible to receive a penis in this position without feeling humiliated.



    



    To help him relax and release his strength, he stroked Choi Hong-seo's back and tailbone several times. His other hand, which was holding Choi Hong-seo's side, slipped several times due to sweat.



    



    “Ha, hmph, huh.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who rested his chin on the pillow and looked forward, opened his lips and took a deep breath. Then he brought his left hand behind him and felt his own sexual area. As if he knew why he was so curious, he chuckled quietly behind him.



    



    “Why, I don’t think it’s bareback?”



    



    Even my suppressed voice was soaked with sweat as I tried to suppress the urge to just smash it all in one go.



    



    “Because my uncle said I only do it without a condom with the person I love...”



    



    “That’s right. That’s me.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong bent his upper body and pressed his chest against Choi Hong-seo's back. He found Choi Hong-seo's hand, which was buried under the pillow, and covered the back of it, tightly interlocking his fingers.



    



    His pubic hair began to graze my buttocks, and soon I could feel the flesh beneath it, around my genitals.



    



    “Ugh, um... um... ah.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo held onto his clasped hands tightly as the pressure grew stronger. The flesh on his buttocks was crushed as proof that he had finally swallowed everything up to the root. His stomach was so full that it was about to burst, and his inner walls were shaking as he spit out what was inside.



    



    The tightness was directly transmitted to Hae-seong's genitals, and Hae-seong's breathing, which had been controlling his breathing in his ear, became rougher. While caressing Choi Hong-seo's earlobe, Hae-seong whispered in a scratchy voice.



    



    “So, this thing inside Hongseo’s stomach... is a living organism.”



    



    “Don’t say things like that.”



    



    “What do you mean by living being?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who was barely able to rest his chin on the pillow and was panting with his nose and mouth, turned his face to the side. Lee Hae-seong, who was resting his chin on Choi Hong-seo’s shoulder, looked down at Choi Hong-seo at an angle.



    



    “I, ah, ah, uncle... I mean, I don’t love you.”



    



    The faint smile that had been hanging on his face evaporated. The penis that had been leisurely moving back and forth inside Choi Hong-seo’s body, spreading the gap between his inner walls, also stopped moving.



    



    Choi Hong-seo swallowed the saliva in his dry mouth once, then moved his lips with a sweet breath.



    



    "and."



    



    “......”



    



    “No matter what happens, you can’t be a bad person to me… Ugh! Heuk!”



    



    The penis of Hae-seong, who had been slowly stroking her insides, suddenly pressed hard against her stomach. It was a force that felt like her delicate internal organs would burst. Choi Hong-seo raised his chin and opened his eyes wide without finishing his words. He shook his shoulders as if he had seen something scary. The force spread from his stomach to his entire body.



    



    “How could you do that, you?”



    



    “Ugh, ugh! Haaah... Yeah.”



    



    “Why didn’t I know that you were having a hard time? Don’t you feel resentful?”



    



    “T-That’s why, sir... It’s not my fault, ugh!”



    



    The fierce insertion poured out as if it was causing friction and setting fire to his stomach. Choi Hong-seo's penis, hanging upside down, dangled in all directions to the rhythm of Lee Hae-seong's waist. The glans was scraping the prostate without hesitation, so his penis was hardening even though he was holding the big thing inside his stomach.



    



    Because I was running out of air, all I could do was raise my chin, open my mouth, hold onto his clasped hands, and gasp for air. My brain was also running out of air, so even my thoughts disappeared.



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had briefly leaned back, used his body weight to push Choi Hong-seo down. As he lowered his buttocks and lay completely face down on the seat, Choi Hong-seo felt much more alive.



    



    “Haa, ha... huh, huh...”



    



    On top of the shivering, gasping body, Haeseong Lee lay down with his legs stretched out behind him.



    



    “Ugh, um... hmm...”



    



    Choi Hong-seo buried his face in the pillow as he felt the penis digging straight inside him once again. He whispered while caressing his earlobe with the tip of his nose that was highly understanding.



    



    “Were you anxious?”



    



    The protruding glans edge spread apart as wide as it could and scraped against the sensitive, thin fleshy wall as it slipped back.



    



    “Waking up in someone else’s body... how scary it must have been.”



    



    “Ugh, huh... ha, ha, huh.”



    



    The feeling of slowly moving backwards rather made Choi Hong-seo feel uneasy. It was like the rising section of a roller coaster, where the speed only slows down in order to fall.



    



    “But our Hongseo was smart and came to me.”



    



    The hot, wet lips of Hae-seong were buried deep in Choi Hong-seo's ear.



    



    “Whoa! Hak!”



    



    At the same time, the penis that had withdrawn leaving only the glans behind was thrust all the way in at once. It felt like the testicles that had been stuck between his legs were completely crushed by the force of his body that was over 190 cm tall and was pouring out without mercy.



    



    “Ah, ahhh...”



    



    “I didn’t recognize you even though you were right in front of me...”



    



    The understanding that completely covered Choi Hong-seo's entire body shook his waist like crazy.



    



    Thud, thud, thud.



    



    The friction sound of the pelvis hitting the flesh of the buttocks and the squelching, squelching, thud... the sound of the penis poking into the wet anus made the dark air in the room damp.



    



    “Ugh, uh... uh, yeah... haauk!”



    



    Choi Hong-seo bit his teeth and suppressed his moans, as if dragging the sound deep into his throat.



    



    As if they were sharing a deep kiss, with their lips touching each other. Hae-seong was melting all over Choi Hong-seo’s ears with his tongue, lips, and teeth. Below, the boiling flesh was moving between his legs, while the top of his head was melting sweetly. It was difficult to handle the two extreme pleasures occurring in one body.



    



    “Hongseo.... Hongseo.”



    



    “Ugh, ugh...”



    



    Every time he pushed his firm buttocks back slightly and then hit the bottom of his buttocks, his plump testicles would hit the bottom of his anus.



    



    Choi Hong-seo buried his face under the pillow with his hands interlocked. His genitals, rubbing against the sheets under his weight, were ejaculating. Lying face down, he bent his calves and kicked the back of his thighs with his heels.



    



    “Ugh!”



    



    He ran his tongue over each geometric curve that formed her ear, then sucked on her earlobe and bit down on the soft flesh. In an instant, sparks flew before my eyes and a torrent of cum gushed out from her glans.



    



    “I... went, went, I... sigh, ugh...”



    



    His lips, which had let go of my earlobe, moved to the back of my neck this time. He only licked the outer skin before biting it hard again. He continued to thrust his penis into my hole.



    



    “Ha, don’t do that...”



    



    “Hongseo...”



    



    “Stop, mister, just... wait.”



    



    “Baby... I missed you.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong shook his head. It seemed as if he could not hear Choi Hong-seo's panting.



    



    “I should have hired someone back then... I should have gone to Bangkok sooner.”



    



    He covered the back of Choi Hong-seo's hand, locked his fingers with his, and hugged his body lying face down tightly.



    



    “Hongseo...”



    



    “Ugh, ugh! No... no...”



    



    “Hongseo... don’t go.”



    



    He looked so firm and confident as he said that it wouldn't go away. He would never let it happen.



    



    His voice, pleading with me not to go, sounded so fragile that it seemed like it would fade away at any moment.



    



    Forgetting how much it was difficult to endure the friction that was constantly being applied to his penis after he had just ejaculated, Choi Hong-seo lifted his face from the pillow. He rubbed his cheek against his and made a promise in a cracked voice.



    



    “I won’t go. I won’t go. I don’t want to go.”



    



    “......”



    



    "i love you."



    



    As if he had been waiting for those words, Hae-seong leaned his head deeper and kissed her. The two lips that had been softly touching were parched from the heat of sex. Hae-seong pressed his lips together and then released them, and asked in a voice as dry as his lips.



    



    “Who.”



    



    “Daddy... I, uh, love that guy named Lee Hae-seong.”



    



    This time, it started from the tongue. As the lips and tongue rubbed and intertwined and shared saliva, the dry lips began to shine moistly like the two bodies soaked in sweat.



    



    As if he had been waiting for those words, “I love you,” Lee Hae-seong released his hot, sticky semen into Choi Hong-seo’s stomach.



    



    Even though he ejaculated, it wasn't the end right away. His still hard penis had a very long aftertaste. In Choi Hong-seo's stomach, which was soaked with his own ejaculate, and in the pleasure of poking and rubbing his sensitive flesh, it seemed like he didn't want to back down. If he dragged on like this any longer, his penis would become completely erect again.



    



    It was right after an intense sex where he felt like he had been hit in the pelvis. It was impossible to go in for a second time right away.



    



    Gulp.



    



    If he hadn't heard that small sound from inside Choi Hong-seo's stomach, Lee Hae-seong might not have let Choi Hong-seo cry and beg.



    



    Lee Hae-seong buried his forehead in Choi Hong-seo's temple and laughed softly. With his penis inside his stomach and his body lying on top of his, the vibration of his laughter was transmitted to his entire body. Even though he laughed very little.
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  “Don’t worry so much, I’ll empty it for you.”





“......”





“We have to feed our baby.”





His long penis, which had taken a long time to insert to the root, took a long time to pull out. The inner wall that had tried so hard to push him out was now sticking to his pillar like a suction cup and not letting go. Choi Hong-seo could also feel the force pulling from within. It was something that happened regardless of his will. So even though he tried not to feel embarrassed, he couldn't help but feel his ears burning.





“Ugh... ugh... ha, haa...”





As the plug that had been tightly blocking his body was pulled back, Choi Hong-seo felt the vivid sensation of the entrance that had been wide open finally shrinking, making him shiver while hugging the pillow. As difficult as it was to receive, it was also difficult to push the penis out.





After kissing the back of the prone figure, which was covered in bite marks and blood clots, Hae-seong slowly sat up. Then, he grabbed Choi Hong-seo's shoulder, who was out of breath, and carefully turned his body over.





“......”





Unlike Choi Hong-seo who was completely burned, Hae-seong Lee's eyes, which scanned Choi Hong-seo's naked body with his front exposed, were still burning with thirst.





The body that was still intermittently shaking was completely tangled and limp. The sensitive penis was twitching and leaking bodily fluids between the black pubic hair that was shiny with sweat and semen. The deep inside of her thigh, slightly curled as if trying to hide it, was stained with marks from being bitten and chewed by Lee Hae-seong. In addition, the area around her groin was a mess with Lee Hae-seong's semen flowing out of her anus and Choi Hong-seo's own semen.





It was a body that felt like it was being sexually assaulted until it became helpless and unable to put up any resistance.





Choi Hong-seo, who had turned his body and lay down relying on the power of understanding, looked up at him with eyes that were not opening properly. Lee Hae-seong, who had moistened his lower lip with his tongue for a moment, leaned his upper body deeply toward his trembling lover.





“Huh... ha, huh... huh...”





He wiped away the eyes of Choi Hong-seo, who was sobbing as if he had been forced to do so, and wiped the saliva flowing from his mouth with the back of his hand. He swept the reddened area under his eyes with his thumb.





“I... cried?”





Choi Hong-seo met his eyes, exhaling a slightly relieved breath through parted lips.





“I guess so. And it was so pretty.”





His voice was still aroused with sexual excitement. I could tell he didn't want to rest. His penis, which was lightly touching my thigh, was still stiff and swollen, twitching as if he wanted to rub himself against something.





Lee Hae-seong pulled Choi Hong-seo's lower lip slightly with his thumb and kissed him, rubbing the mucous membranes inside his lips, before pulling away.





"pancake?"





He nodded in response to the question, brushing back his wet bangs. Hae-seong moved to the edge of the bed, skillfully moving his cumbersome penis. Choi Hong-seo lay there blankly staring at his back while he ordered food over the intercom, asking for it to be brought to the bedroom.





Even though they only ejaculated once each, their sex was never short. There was no way to tell how much time had passed.





After finishing his order as if he were ordering room service at a hotel, Haeseong Lee leaned back against the pillows placed high on the headboard of the bed. Then, he grabbed Hongseo Choi’s ankles, which were around his calves, and pulled them. Hongseo Choi was easily dragged away due to the friction of the sheets pushing against him.





They both burst into laughter.





“Where are you going?”





He looked up at Choi Hong-seo with resentful eyes as he stood up after having finally pulled him closer.





“It’s my cell phone. I left it in the room over there.”





“It’s a vacation, so you don’t need it.”





Still in the afterglow of sex, he was lying languidly with one arm raised above his head. Looking at the thick biceps embedded inside and the wide, thick chest, Choi Hong-seo felt a tingling sensation inside his butt again. Flinch. As the entrance tightened and relaxed, the trace he left behind flowed down the inside of his thigh, wetting the sheet he was sitting on.





I squeezed it like that. There's still a tingling heat inside me from his penis going in and out so violently. And yet I still feel like doing it again.





I avoided his gaze for no reason.





“I think I might have gotten a call from my manager. I left Tiffany here.”





Since coming to the U.S., Yongjae has been sending me pictures and videos of Tiffany’s condition every day. I didn’t check it right after I woke up, but I think he might have contacted me last night. The battery might have run out because I didn’t charge it last night.





Choi Hong-seo, who was trying to get out of bed and sit up on the floor, fell back down on the bed as if someone had pulled him from behind. His legs didn't have the strength he had hoped for.





“Where are you going when you can’t even stand properly?”





He grabbed my wrist with a clicking sound.





“Come here. Stay here.”





Hae-seong Lee asked for Hong-seo Choi's cell phone from the extension phone. As he requested, one of the attendants left the cell phone in front of the door, knocked, and left. Hae-seong Lee got up naked and brought the cell phone, and the battery-shaped icon was fully charged.





I received several messages from Yongjae after 2 AM Korean time. I thought he came home later than usual, but it seemed he had been drinking with some coworkers.








Manager Koo Yong-jae  : There is a drama being prepared at KMB.





Manager Koo Yong-jae  : It's a huge production with a huge budget and famous writers and producers.





Manager Koo Yong-jae  : Even though the article didn't come out, Dong-ha was almost certainly confirmed as one of the lead actors...





Manager Koo Yongjae  : It was canceled today ㅠㅠ





Manager Koo Yong-  jae: The broadcasting station didn't even give me a specific reason... They just said it was an internal matter... We didn't sign a contract, and a small company like ours can't fight the broadcasting station... If that's the case, then we should just assume it's like that, and what else can we do?





Manager Koo Yong-jae  : It was almost a sure thing, so the company is frustrated and Dong-ha is also heartbroken.





Manager Koo Yong-jae  : So the boss bought me a drink today ㅠㅠ





Manager Koo Yong-jae  : It was Dong-ha's first lead role in a big production, so I had high expectations... but it didn't work out that well ㅠㅠ









I could picture Yongjae's heart, who must have been heartbroken and upset as if it were his own. And I also remembered the family photo I saw at Park Dongha's house and the story of Park Dongha's father who had to have major surgery after an accident while working at a moving company.





“Why? What’s going on in Seoul?”





Lee Hae-seong, who had been blankly watching Choi Hong-seo's profile, asked in a worried voice.





“No. It’s not something...”





“Your expression is dark?”





“Tiffany eats well and snacks well...”





"however?"





“I’m just looking out the window from the window sill. My manager said it seemed like he was waiting for me...”





It was true. The messenger sent to the back contained a video of Tiffany taken by Yongjae, and in the video, Tiffany was sitting on the windowsill, looking down at the street.





“Are you following the Hongseo well?”





“At first it wasn’t like that at all.”





Choi Hong-seo answered with a faint smile.





“Even though she looked like Yoon Hye-an, she acted like she was looking at a stranger... She didn’t want to come to me and didn’t even let me touch her.”





Lee Hae-seong, who had been leaning against the pillow, slowly raised his upper body completely. Then he narrowed the distance and came closer.





“It seems like only Tiffany knows that I’m not Yoon Hye-an. Even though she rejects me, I’m grateful for that.”





Lee Hae-seong, who had his wrist on Choi Hong-seo's shoulder, smiled darkly while stroking his jawline with his fingertips.





“I’m not even as good as Tiffany.”





Choi Hong-seo shook his head several times.





“I couldn’t have even imagined it.”





He dropped his gaze, clutching the phone tightly in his hand.





“If it were me... I wouldn’t have been able to forgive you.”





“......”





“Even if he comes back, he is the one who caused me such great sorrow...”





Understanding came closer, close enough to be completely attached, and hugged Choi Hong-seo's shoulders. Then, he kissed the top of his head and spoke softly as if revealing a secret.





“I saw the email.”





“......”





“Email sent by Lee Seo-kyung.”





"ah..."





Choi Hong-seo slowly raised his head, which had been bowed, and looked at him. He held Choi Hong-seo’s shoulder and swallowed dry saliva with difficulty, with a face that was in pain, as if he was swallowing a needle.





“I know... you did it to protect me.”





It was a topic that I had tried to avoid last night. As expected, Lee Hae-seong’s voice was trembling slightly. Choi Hong-seo’s lips, trying to draw out the words, were also trembling.





“I regret it. I should have held on a little longer, a little longer. Or, I should have been a little more... courageous. I regret it.”





“That’s courage, having hung on and held on until then.”





A strong force was applied to his hand that was holding his shoulder. Hae-seong lifted Choi Hong-seo’s chin, which was fading, so that he could meet his eyes. The trembling in his eyes and expression was changing color from sadness to anger.





“It’s the fault of those bastards who took away my strength to endure a little longer.”





“......”





“You... are not the one who should apologize, you are the one who should be receiving the apology.”





When he spoke to Choi Hong-seo, his expression that had softened for a moment hardened into a fierce one again. As if trying to prevent him from seeing his face, Lee Hae-seong pulled the back of Choi Hong-seo’s head and made him bury his forehead on his shoulder.





“They put a person on the edge of a cliff, holding a sharp knife in one hand... and ask them, ‘Do you want to jump or be stabbed with the knife?’ If they choose to jump, is that evasion? Is that cowardice? Who would dare say, ‘You should have chosen to be stabbed with the knife instead of jumping?’”





His voice was filled with a sharp anger. It was so faint that it could be heard. On the contrary, the skin that Choi Hong-seo’s forehead touched was warm.





After waiting for the excitement to die down for a moment, Haeseong Lee kissed Hongseo Choi's head and added as if talking to himself.





“This time, I won’t just watch.”





“......”





“Whoever it is, Choi Hong-seo will reap what he sows.”





Knock knock. At that moment, a quiet and careful knock was heard. Vice President, dinner is ready. A voice as careful as the knock followed.





Because I'm going to kill them all.





The words suddenly came to Choi Hong-seo's mind. But the situation was different then. Even back then, the words that he would kill everyone had come across as eerily vivid, but Lee Hae-seong was clearly not in his right mind. However, now, he was confused between reality and unreality, and it was different from when he had embraced Yoon Hye-an, who he thought was Choi Hong-seo.





It was perfectly normal for him to kiss Choi Hong-seo's head once more and then get out of bed to bring the meal prepared in front of the door.





Choi Hong-seo looked at his flawless, solid back.





“Lee Seo-kyung... Did you kill her?”





“......”





His back, with its intricately woven muscles of various sizes and shapes, flinched for a moment. He looked back at Choi Hong-seo over his shoulder and smiled.





“Are you hungry? After you eat something, should we do this standing up?”





"mister..."





“When you’re full, I think it would be okay for both of you to stand.”





He turned the conversation to a gentle tone and walked to the window. He opened the curtains that had been left open to let in some light and looked outside.





“They said it would rain in the late afternoon, but it’s already raining. It was a good thing we canceled the hike.”





As he said, a rustling sound could be heard outside the window. It was still morning, past noon, or long after noon. In this space, where the smell of semen had accumulated and the curtains were open, it was impossible to tell the time of day.





Jeonra's Haeseong Lee walked towards the door, barefoot on the floor, not wearing even a gown or even a towel to cover his forehead.





■





Hello. This is David Kim, who writes .





Since I have a break now, I would like to borrow the ending of the novel to briefly explain.





 will be on hiatus for two weeks starting on Wednesday, November 30th and will resume serialization on Wednesday, December 14th.





Part 6 ended with episode 144 and will begin again with part 7.





I would like to thank the readers who have been with me on my serial journey. I am receiving a lot of energy. I hope you stay healthy in this suddenly cold weather. I will repay you with the best results I have achieved until the end.
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    Part 7



    



    ■



    



    Lee Hae-seong chose to take a chartered plane to return home with Choi Hong-seo.



    



    It was a decision to move without being noticed at LAX, where many Koreans use, of course, to the public's eyes, it would be seen as the arrival of actress Yoon Hye-an from the group 'Titan' and ARA's Lee Hae-seong, not Choi Hong-seo, but either way, it was bound to pique the curiosity of some people, even if only a little.



    



    "People won't think it's strange just because we're on the same plane," Choi Hong-seo had said, passively opposing the use of chartered planes. Lee Hae-seong had a clear answer to Choi Hong-seo.



    



    'I'm not confident that it'll end just because we're on the same plane.'



    



    Then he shrugged his shoulders and added with a calm expression.



    



    'You've been right next to me for over 13 hours, and you just look at me like we just happened to be on the same flight?'



    



    It was a firm expression that it was absolutely impossible and that he had no intention of doing so. Choi Hong-seo never expressed any more objections after that.



    



    After completing a very streamlined departure process in a private location, the two people and their group were able to board the plane without encountering any other passengers.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, sitting on a long leather sofa, half-turned his body and looked out the window at the airport scenery. The charter-only terminal had a more relaxed atmosphere than a regular airport terminal. The vast grounds that seemed to extend endlessly beyond the runway were beyond admiration and even a little overwhelming. The November California sun pouring down on it made my mind hazy.



    



    Could it be that everything that happened here was a dream?



    



    While waiting for Hae-seong, who had left for a while, Choi Hong-seo felt a strange sense of unease. Was it because the events had happened so far away? Or was it because the series of events in which he was reunited with Choi Hong-seo and accepted at the  exhibition in the small gallery were in themselves too dreamlike?



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who was blankly staring at a group of noisy passengers trying to board another charter plane far away, suddenly turned his head toward the interior.



    



    Behind the main space, which was decorated like a reception room, Lee Hae-seong’s attendants were riding in a separate second space, and Lee Hae-seong had moved over there for a moment. Choi Hong-seo sipped champagne from a glass on the table in front of him as he peered through the open door.



    



    When he turned back to the window, the same noisy group was still taking passionate pictures in front of the plane. They were a group of men and women who looked to be in their early to mid-twenties at most, and they looked very noisy and happy. As he absentmindedly watched them laughing out loud while checking the pictures they had just taken, Choi Hong-seo found himself chuckling.



    



    “What are you looking at so intently?”



    



    A gentle hand and voice touched his head at the same time. Choi Hong-seo looked up reflexively. Lee Hae-seong was looking down at him with a gentle smile, not knowing when he would return.



    



    "just..."



    



    "just?"



    



    “I feel sad for some reason as I leave.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, sitting next to Choi Hong-seo, crossed his legs and lifted his glass.



    



    “Really? There are some good aspects to it, too.”



    



    “The good side?”



    



    “It was a really boring flight on the way here.”



    



    He tilted his glass so that his glass slightly touched Choi Hong-seo's.



    



    “The return flight looks like it’ll be a lot of fun.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo couldn't help but agree with those words. He smiled and responded to his toast. The anxiety had been fading away rapidly since he had appeared. Like the morning fog that was dispersing as if fleeing in the warm morning sunlight.



    



    "hmm."



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who was drinking champagne, straightened his back against the sofa as if he suddenly remembered something. And while he was wearing a watch on his own wrist, he checked the time by holding Choi Hong-seo’s wrist. It was the watch with the blue dial that he had purchased at the select shop during this trip.



    



    “Mr. Choi Hong-seo, there are about 30 minutes left until takeoff.”



    



    “......”



    



    Understanding Seong's face was expecting something and was eagerly waiting for the desired reaction. However, Choi Hongseo could not figure out what it meant.



    



    “Didn’t you say you’d answer before you left LA?”



    



    "ah..."



    



    “That’s why I waited until now without complaining.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who only then realized the meaning of the words, smiled awkwardly and lowered his gaze to the glass in his hand.



    



    The last few days in Malibu have been nothing but sex.



    



    Sometimes we would take a dip in the pool, go downstairs to eat at the restaurant, or take a walk along the beach, but all other times were filled with sex. The time spent at the pool, in the restaurant, or on the beach was just a kind of foreplay that ultimately led to a heated, entangled lovemaking.



    



    'Honeymoon couples are probably healthier than us.'



    



    In the infinity pool that created the illusion of floating between the sea and the sky, Lee Hae-seong admitted as he floated while embracing Choi Hong-seo. Choi Hong-seo’s two arms were wrapped around Lee Hae-seong’s neck, and his two legs were wrapped around Lee Hae-seong’s waist. They just floated in the water, facing each other and hugging each other tightly. They didn’t look at the California sky above their heads, nor at the Pacific Ocean that spread out whenever they turned their eyes. They didn’t take their eyes off each other, they didn’t take their hands off each other, and their lips barely separated.



    



    'I'm already worried about going back to Seoul.'



    



    'why.'



    



    'If I don't have your tongue in my mouth for more than 10 minutes, I start to experience withdrawal symptoms.'



    



    At the end of those words, which were either a romantic confession or a dirty joke, Choi Hong-seo laughed as if he couldn't stop himself and put his tongue in his mouth. A long kiss followed, and it was right after that that he proposed that they live together.



    



    'I want us to live together. What do you think?'



    



    Although he was asking for Choi Hong-seo's opinion, Lee Hae-seong's eyes were filled with an extremely desperate light. The desperation to the point where he thought that if he refused the offer, this person might die, could have been a kind of threat. If it was a threat, it would probably be the sweetest threat in the world.



    



    'It'll be hard to hide, and I wonder what kind of talk will spread...'



    



    'I can handle that much.'



    



    Choi Hong-seo also knew that not all incidents and accidents in the entertainment industry were made public. Furthermore, if people in positions like Lee Hae-seong were involved, it was even harder for them to spread. Neither the people involved nor the media would touch on it lightly. That was why people like Lee Seo-kyung were able to continue committing such terrible atrocities for years.



    



    'If you're not by my side, I feel uneasy and I don't think I can do it.'



    



    He didn't force Choi Hong-seo to give an immediate answer. He just asked her to answer before leaving the United States, and continued kissing and caressing her deeply.



    



    As he sat on the edge of the grass, hugging his head and biting his chest, Choi Hong-seo guessed that he would not be able to refuse his offer. Of course, he did not want to refuse. But there was another bigger factor. The moment he heard him say that he was anxious and that it would not work, he remembered the image of him running out onto the beach and calling out to him like a madman.



    



    I never wanted to make him do that again.



    



    “Of course I want to be with you, sir. It’s not that I don’t like that so I’m delaying my answer.”



    



    “Yeah, I know.”



    



    “Promise me just one thing.”



    



    “Tell me. What would it take for me to have you by my side?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo smiled lightly as he watched him come closer and sit down with an attitude of doing anything.



    



    “I wish you wouldn’t call me Hongseo in front of other people.”



    



    His brows furrowed. His handsome face narrowed, his eyes slightly lifted, his chin slightly lifted, an expression of incomprehension.



    



    “Why should it be like that?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo had been thinking about how to explain this part to him for several days, actually postponing his answer.



    



    “People around you probably think of me as a replacement for Choi Hong-seo.”



    



    “Actually, this person is Hongseo, this person has Hongseo’s spirit inside of him… If you say it like that...”



    



    Choi Hong-seo shook his head firmly three or four times.



    



    “That won’t work.”



    



    “......”



    



    “No one will believe you anyway. So there’s no point in talking about that.”



    



    Hae-seong Lee, who had put down the glass, took the glass from Hong-seo Choi's hand. Then, he held it tightly as if covering the back of the hand that was resting on his thigh.



    



    “No matter what you think of as a substitute, you can’t let anyone say it out loud.”



    



    “......”



    



    “It’s not about changing people’s minds, it’s about keeping their mouths shut. That’s the least I can do.”



    



    This time, Choi Hong-seo firmly grabbed Lee Hae-seong's hand, who was looking down like a criminal.



    



    “I don’t care what other people say or think, except you. But...”



    



    Choi Hong-seo bit his lips, trailing off. Lee Hae-seong slowly blinked, lifting his lowered eyelids.



    



    “Are you afraid they’ll think I’m crazy?”



    



    “......”



    



    Scandals and such are not scary. I believe his words that he can sort it out. However, if he had called the new person he was meeting Choi Hong-seo and kept him by his side, it might have seemed bizarre to his closest associates. Furthermore, if that person happened to resemble Choi Hong-seo, he might have been seen as someone whose reasoning was damaged by the shadow of the dead person.



    



    "hmm..."



    



    Understanding let out a long sigh through his closed lips. It wasn't a heavy sigh. Rather, it was the sigh of a person who had shaken off his burden and made up his mind.



    



    The flight attendant came and brought us champagne glasses, and the announcement was made that we would soon be moving to the runway for takeoff. The two people sitting side by side on the long sofa seat fastened their seat belts.



    



    As the plane began to move, Hae-seong tilted his head and looked this way. A faint smile was hanging on the corners of his lips.



    



    “Ms. Yoon Hye-an, let’s go to Bundang and live together.”



    



    “......”



    



    Choi Hong-seo was embarrassed. He had already called him by that name countless times. He had never expected to feel this kind of pain and resentment. He awkwardly avoided eye contact to hide his complicated embarrassment. He turned his head away, covering his mouth with his hand to hide his expression.



    



    Whenever she was with him, her emotions always showed new reactions. It was the same in her previous life.



    



    My emotions, which were so dry that they were almost dry and blunt, had learned not to react greatly to any stimulus. Whether it was anger, resentment, hatred, or the occasional joy, glory, or happiness, it was the same. I had to create a heart that did not react in that way in order to protect myself.



    



    But when he was with Hae-seong, who called himself a baby despite his dryness, aspects of himself that even Hong-seo Choi himself had not known about were revealed. A sprout emerged from the roots of his senses that he had thought were dead. Those pale green leaves that reacted sensitively to even the slightest wind, sunlight, or water stream were a lively life that he had not known he had inside him.



    



    Because when you're by his side, you don't have to protect or defend yourself.



    



    Because you don't have to kill your mind so that you don't feel any sensations.



    



    So, the heart feels joy and happiness, sorrow and sadness powerfully by his side. And Choi Hong-seo did not hate himself like that. He did not hate the feeling of being alive and feeling everything with all his might. However, he was still occasionally embarrassed.



    



    I heard his soft laughter behind my head. Then came the sweet sighs that were characteristic of understanding. Then came a large, warm hand that landed on my head.



    



    “Hongseo.”



    



    “......”



    



    “You were the one who told me to call you Yoon Hye-an. But why do you have that expression on your face?”



    



    The hand on his head was withdrawn, and his chin pressed down on the edge of his shoulder. Still unable to meet his eyes, Choi Hong-seo hesitated and answered.



    



    “When we’re alone… I don’t like it.”



    



    To Choi Hong-seo, sadness was a privileged emotion that only children who received an abundance of love could feel.



    



    So, for the first time in his life, he felt sad at the coldness of understanding shown to him in the form of Yoon Hye-an. He was the only person who could make Choi Hong-seo feel sad.



    



    He is surprised to discover that he has this side to him that makes him sad even though he knows that he is saying it intentionally to play a joke. But he doesn't think that it makes him weak.



    



    For him, I could have died one more time right here, right now, without hesitation. No one could call that weakness.

  

  
    Chapter 146
  
  
    The plane, which had completely settled on the runway, began to gain speed, and for a moment, its body lurched and tilted. Lee Hae-seong’s arm, which had entered through the gap between his back and the sofa, tightly grabbed Choi Hong-seo’s waist. He buried his lips just below his ear, at the point where his chin ended, and whispered as if he was whispering.



    



    “I know. Me too.”



    



    “I know you’re just joking around on purpose. I just don’t understand why I can’t control my facial expressions at that moment.”



    



    “Because I’m special to Hongseo.”



    



    “......”



    



    Only then did I gain the courage to look back at him. The smiling face was very close by. Choi Hong-seo also smiled back and nodded in acknowledgement.



    



    “That’s right. I’m really slow to change my emotions… but I react differently to you.”



    



    “You react differently to me... Is that a nice thing to say?”



    



    With a languid expression, as if savoring a fragrance, Lee Hae-seong rubbed the tip of his nose against Choi Hong-seo's.



    



    “I know that Hongseo is like that. It has a high boiling point and a low freezing point, so it has a nickname of glycol.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo burst into laughter at his ability to catch even the little-known details that only a small number of passionate fans know about.



    



    “Then, are you coming into Bundang?”



    



    The whispers of Hae-seong, who followed along with a smile, were like a kiss that kissed the ear. In response to his question, which wanted to confirm their cohabitation, Choi Hong-seo nodded with a smile on his face.



    



    With a feeling of lightness and lift, the plane successfully took off. Choi Hong-seo briefly glanced at LA, which was tilted outside the window, and slowly grabbed Lee Hae-seong’s fingertips and pulled away with difficulty.



    



    “But as for the agency... I’ll keep it the same for now.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong had also made a suggestion to him, saying that he would set up a one-man agency, so why don't you leave your current company and work independently? Choi Hong-seo's statement now was a response to that suggestion.



    



    A look of slight disappointment flashed across Hae-seong's face for a moment. However, he quickly regained his composure and met Choi Hong-seo's eyes, waiting for him to tell the rest of the story.



    



    “I think Yoon Hye-an leaving the group ‘Titan’ was a huge blow to both the members and the company.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I’m borrowing your body like this because I want to clean up some of the mess that Yoon Hye-an made.”



    



    I don't know if that's the way to repay Yun Hye-an. Up until now, I've been so busy accepting and adapting to this ridiculous situation that I haven't even had time to think about Yun Hye-an. I still haven't had time to relax. I still feel unstable and hopeless.



    



    Even so, one thing was clearly accomplished by borrowing Yoon Hye-an's body.



    



    I met Hae-seong again, told him my heart, and heard him apologize directly. No, he even told me that I didn't need to ask for forgiveness. That alone was enough to express in words how sorry I was for living in this body.



    



    This reincarnation, which once felt like a punishment and a condemnation, was now considered a stroke of luck, and even though she didn't know how long this luck would last, she wanted to do what she could for the name Yun Hye-an.



    



    Like it or not, it was also for her own sake, who had to live wearing the mask of Yoon Hye-an. She had to shake off the dirt and grime that clung to that name.



    



    Hae-seong said in a cautious tone.



    



    “Yoon Hye-an actually had a sponsor. I think it went through several people.”



    



    “I had a vague idea of ​​that too.”



    



    “It wasn’t because of pressure from the company, but because he wanted to be sponsored on his own. He’s a person who’s been causing quite a stir around the area, so he probably has some resentment, and his interpersonal relationships are complicated.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo met his eyes as he listened to the worried voice of understanding.



    



    “If anything happens, I’ll tell you everything.”



    



    “I don’t mind keeping the company as it is, but I can’t compromise on the issue of personal security and vehicle support. If Hongseo finds it difficult to speak, I’ll arrange for Director Kang to speak with the company.”



    



    “I’ll do it as long as it puts you at ease, sir.”



    



    Only then did the worry and stiffness in Hae-seong’s expression fade a little. The hand that had been wrapped around Choi Hong-seo’s waist gently stroked his side. Once again, the soft and gentle voice and gestures tickled Choi Hong-seo’s hearing and sense of touch.



    



    “You won’t make me feel uneasy, will you?”



    



    It was close enough that the hair on his cheeks fluttered at his breath. Choi Hong-seo’s exhalations became long and thin because of his lips that seemed ready to kiss him at any moment. Choi Hong-seo nodded while lowering his eyelids.



    



    The hand that had been at his side rose up and started to play around the neckline of his T-shirt.



    



    “When I go to Seoul, I think I’ll just have to wear shirts and turtlenecks for a while.”



    



    Understanding voice was slightly aroused as he pressed his fingertips over the kiss mark revealed above the neckline. It wasn't just the nape of his neck. The traces of sex he had left while staying in Malibu were overflowing inside his clothes, all over his body, and even in his secret places.



    



    He whispered once more, pressing his lips diagonally so that they only overlapped halfway.



    



    “It’s a good thing it’s winter.”



    



    Click.



    



    The sound of him unlocking his seat belt from 8km above was so stimulating that it made my shoulders hunched. California, where our dreamlike reunion had taken place, was getting farther and farther away.



    



    ■



    



    “A mistake is a mistake that can be forgiven and undone, and a mistake that cannot be forgiven is a sin.”



    



    The dozen or so people sitting around the table, including director Kang Woo-hyun, the producer, and the main actors, were only listening to Park Dong-ha's voice.



    



    “What you did to me! That... That wasn’t a mistake.”



    



    He continued his lines in a slightly exaggerated tone, moistening his lips with his throbbing tongue and rolling his eyes unsteadily as he looked around. He must have been able to tell from the atmosphere floating among the people that his part wasn’t going well, but he couldn’t just skip the rest of his lines.



    



    “That’s a sin! You have to pay the price!”



    



    Park Dong-ha had no choice but to shout and deliver his last line in a self-deprecating manner. That was the last scene of today's script study.



    



    "hmm..."



    



    Director Kang's ambiguous response continued. He bit his lower lip hard and held the script in his hand with a gloomy expression. The gesture of his hand sweeping back his bare hair was rough.



    



    “Everyone worked hard today. But Dong-ha seems to be having trouble concentrating today? Is it because it’s been a while since he last studied?”



    



    "sorry."



    



    The director's tone was as gentle as usual, but he lowered his head so much that the tip of his throbbing chin touched his collarbone.



    



    “No, I’m not asking for an apology. Dong-ha’s fundamentals are solid. I was just wondering if he wasn’t feeling well.”



    



    “No. I don’t quite get the character’s psychology in this part… But Lee, I’ll definitely give you a satisfactory interpretation when I read it!”



    



    “Yeah, I know it’s an important scene, so there’s a lot of psychology involved. Think about it a little more. You don’t have to be so desperate. When you go out on set, you can come up with ideas on the spot. That’s why filming movies is fun, isn’t it?”



    



    Despite Director Kang’s urging, Park Dong-ha’s expression did not improve at all. No, it was becoming even more ashen. Choi Hong-seo, who was sitting diagonally across from him, could clearly see the boy’s expression and the emotions contained within it.



    



    It was Dong-ha's first lead role in a big production, so I had high expectations... but it didn't work out ㅠㅠ



    



    I couldn't help but be conscious of the news about Park Dong-ha that I had heard from Manager Yongjae. He was a guy who always diligently studied the script, so there was no way he would have prepared today's scene, one of the most important scenes in the movie, carelessly. Perhaps that incident had an effect on Park Dong-ha.



    



    “We’ll soon start the full-scale script reading, and next month we’ll finally start filming, right? All of our actors are doing great, so let’s just take care of our condition.”



    



    At the sound of Director Kang's lively voice, the actors finally broke out of their stagnant mood and began to buzz with anticipation for the start of filming.



    



    “Oh, and before the after-party today, I have something to tell you. It’s not something outside of the work, so it’s nothing to worry about.”



    



    Once again, all eyes were on Director Kang.



    



    “It’s the phrase that the investor Lee Hae-seong suggested last time. He said that we should insert a message commemorating Private Choi Hong-seo into the ending credits. We’ve decided to cancel that, so I think the actors should be aware of that as well.”



    



    Director Kang Woo-hyun announced it as if it was nothing serious, as if it was something that had already been decided and that everyone just needed to know. Then he left the room to give instructions for the after-party as usual.



    



    Most people didn't show much interest in it. As Director Kang said, it was an external aspect of the work that had nothing to do with the actors' performances. They were all excited about the filming that was finally approaching.



    



    “Why did you suddenly change your mind when you gathered everyone together and made a grand announcement?”



    



    There were very few actors who had such curiosity. Jo Won-tae stepped forward to answer the young actor's question, shaking his head indifferently.



    



    “How can we know what people in such places are thinking?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo knew the reason.



    



    This was a piece of writing prepared to commemorate the death of Choi Hong-seo, but now to Lee Hae-seong, Choi Hong-seo was no longer a dead person. To him, it was now a terrible thing to commemorate his lover who was alive and well.



    



    Seo Jun-young, who was listening to the story, snorted.



    



    “I guess you finally came to your senses. It’s not like I’m going to ruin the movie by putting in a memorial for someone who died in a bad way… Honestly, it was a stupid idea from the beginning.”



    



    “The Vice President graduated with honors from a prestigious university and completed a Ph.D. in business administration at Stanford.”



    



    Before Seo Jun-young could even finish his sarcastic remarks, Choi Hong-seo's rebuttal followed, cutting off the end of his sentence.



    



    “Yes, graduation. Not a doctoral degree, but a graduation. Is that so great? If I had been born as the grandson of Lee Kang-moon from the Hanseo Group, I would have graduated with a doctorate from Stanford or Harvard. With money.”



    



    “Senior, it seems like everyone else’s accomplishments are funny. I could tell that the Vice President is a smart person just by talking to him for a few minutes.”



    



    “Didn’t Ms. Yoon Hye-an drop out of high school in the US? How can someone whose final level of education was a high school dropout have the intellectual ability to make judgments about whether or not they are smart?”



    



    “I think I have the intellectual ability to recognize that my senior is lacking in judgment.”

  

  
    Chapter 147
  
  
    “What the heck is this kid?”



    



    Seo Jun-young, who had been pretending to be relaxed, could no longer hold back and showed his anger. However, Choi Hong-seo's expression and attitude did not change at all.



    



    “The director warned you.”



    



    “......”



    



    “The Vice President is like an omnipotent demigod in this world. Don’t make God angry for no reason and get angry. Keep your mouth shut. Even though the Director advised you that, you continue to act recklessly. Don’t you think you don’t understand the situation?”



    



    Before they knew it, the other people had stopped talking and were concentrating on the two's tense argument. A few of them were sending anxious and worried looks, but most of the other looks were... of course, simple interest in watching the fight.



    



    Seo Jun-young, who had his arms tightly crossed in front of his chest, smiled mockingly, one corner of his mouth raised. His facial muscles trembled as the medicine rose to its fullest.



    



    “In this day and age, people with money and power are considered demigods? That’s not funny. You may be living a mean life, obsessed with money and power, but there are still people like me in this world. Shouldn’t someone speak the truth without bowing down to power?”



    



    “Does cursing someone with money and power make it all the right words? Even from my uneducated perspective, the things you say about the vice president that come out of your mouth are at best baseless, bad words and low-quality gossip.”



    



    Phew. As soon as Choi Hong-seo finished speaking, someone burst into laughter, mocking the brief silence. It was actress Kim Yi-jung. It was a mockery aimed at Seo Jun-young, who had been hit hard on the head without any objection.



    



    Seo Jun-young, who glared at Choi Hong-seo and Kim Yi-jeong alternately as if he was going to stab them, tried hard to calm his blushing face.



    



    “Ah… Now that I think about it, it seems like there was another reason why Lee Hae-seong wanted to erase the subtitles.”



    



    Seo Jun-young's expression, filled with hostility in every syllable, was utterly venomous. His eyes were filled with a mad determination to definitely hurt the other person.



    



    It was a very ugly face. Choi Hong-seo's expression was crumpled, as if he had witnessed a disgusting or horrible scene.



    



    I thought that the people who had been happily posting malicious comments on my articles without any interest in the truth might have had exactly that kind of face. I felt like vomiting when I thought about it.



    



    “Choi Hong-seo has been abandoned, so it seems that Lee Hae-seong’s interest has now shifted to someone else?”



    



    Seo Jun-young, who had regained his offensive power and was taking Choi Hong-seo's continued silence as surrender, opened his mouth in excitement.



    



    “But the taste of understanding is also very consistent.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Are they all rags?”



    



    The proud look in his eyes and mouth as if he had just had a good, big meal.



    



    How is it? Are you feeling dizzy? Choi Hong-seo, who was fixating his gaze on Seo Jun-young’s face, who was raising his chin and pouted, twisted his lips in anger.



    



    “Cancel it.”



    



    “What? Should I take back my words about calling a tree a tree, calling the Han River the Han River, and calling a rag a rag? I don’t understand why.”



    



    “I want you to take back the insults you made to the vice president.”



    



    “Ha, it’s okay that I called you a rag, but take back what I said about the Vice President’s taste in rags? Wow… Is there no need to be so loyal even in a position where you don’t have anything? I guess being mean is ingrained in your blood, so there’s no answer.”



    



    “I’d rather be mean than talk dirty about people I don’t even know, just because I feel like it. Do you enjoy chewing on other people like that? Cancel. Cancel!”



    



    “......”



    



    Seo Jun-young, who I thought would rush over immediately, didn’t respond. He wasn’t even looking at Choi Hong-seo. He was looking over Choi Hong-seo’s shoulder and a little higher. The people around him were also quiet. The more he spoke, the more angry he became, and the louder he became, as if throwing a tantrum, and only Choi Hong-seo’s grumbling breathing resonated in the room.



    



    That was when.



    



    A large hand was placed on my head as lightly as a snowflake falling.



    



    “Isn’t the crank-in almost here?”



    



    A voice with a soft and rich bass that seemed to be slightly scratched. It was Lee Hae-seong.



    



    Choi Hong-seo swallowed dry saliva without looking back or up. He couldn’t figure out where he had been listening. However, judging from the cold and hardness in the seemingly cheerful and affectionate voice, he definitely didn’t hear anything. Even if others didn’t notice, Choi Hong-seo knew. He was definitely hiding a knife.



    



    In a place where everyone's eyes were focused, he placed his hand on Yoon Hye-an's head and affectionately ruffled her hair. He then placed his hand on Yoon Hye-an's shoulders and continued talking.



    



    “It’s really here now. I’m really looking forward to it.”



    



    Everyone looked at each other with nervous expressions as if they were walking on thin ice, and no one readily agreed with what he said.



    



    “The director’s works are all so great that he has won many awards at various film festivals, but he has not had much of a connection with Cannes. Of course, many of his works were invited to the competition section, but… strangely, none of them won awards. Of course, whether or not he wins an award does not indicate the value of the work, and the director is not someone who is obsessed with honors, but… I personally have high expectations for , which will be Director Kang Woo-hyun’s masterpiece that has both artistic quality and popularity. That is also one of the reasons I decided to invest. I wanted to join that glorious journey.”



    



    While pressing Yoon Hye-an's shoulder as if massaging it, Lee Hae-seong added in a hopeful tone.



    



    “This time, we should aim for the Palme d’Or.”



    



    People began to relax slowly at the sound of his bright voice and smile. The atmosphere was one of relief, as if Lee Hae-seong had not heard the argument from earlier, or if he had, he expected it to pass quietly.



    



    “What are you talking about, Vice President? You brought up Khan again.”



    



    Director Kang Woo-hyun, who appeared with a housekeeper from the kitchen, glared at Lee Hae-seong.



    



    “I told you not to burden our actors.”



    



    “I’m not trying to be a burden, I’m just saying to be ambitious. Not everyone makes movies as a hobby.”



    



    “What, now that I think about it, are you putting pressure on me and not the actors?”



    



    After lightly ruffling Yoon Hye-an's hair once more, Lee Hae-seong moved to the upper seat together with Director Kang.



    



    As always, wine was used for the after-party, in line with Director Kang Woo-hyun’s taste. The atmosphere of the after-party was cheerful, making the tension of wondering if any warnings would be issued at any moment seem meaningless.



    



    Seo Jun-young's expression, which had been pensive, gradually returned to normal. Judging from his attitude of glancing at Lee Hae-seong's expression, it seemed like he hadn't completely shaken off his uneasiness.



    



    “Last time, you asked me to postpone studying because you had something important to do. Did you finish your work?”



    



    As the place became more ripe, Director Kang Woo-hyun asked Lee Hae-seong as if he had remembered him, and Lee Hae-seong put down his wine glass on the table and smiled with satisfaction.



    



    “Yes, the results were better than expected. It was thanks to your cooperation.”



    



    “We could have just studied among ourselves, but you said you wanted to attend this study session so badly that you asked us to postpone it for a week. But today, you only showed up for the after-party.”



    



    “I’m here to cheer you on, but if I attend the after-party, I’m attending the study session. Isn’t that right?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had accepted Kang Woo-hyun's nagging, looked around at the people sitting around the table and asked jokingly.



    



    That's right! That's right!



    



    ARA Understanding, and no one could stand up to the film's biggest investor.



    



    “Isn’t that so?”



    



    “......”



    



    “Ms. Yoon Hye-an?”



    



    "yes?"



    



    As if everyone else's nod wasn't enough, Lee Hae-seong pointed out 'Yoon Hye-an' and asked her again. Choi Hong-seo, who had been hunched over with his chin inside the turtleneck he had pulled at, met Lee Hae-seong's eyes and nodded.



    



    “Yes... that’s right.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong smiled with satisfaction. The meaning of that smile was probably known only to Choi Hong-seo.



    



    A moment of space between “Isn’t that so?” and “Ms. Yoon Hye-an?” And the tone of voice that subtly emphasized the name Yoon Hye-an. It was a sign that only the two of them could understand, a joke. His voice, emphasizing Yoon Hye-an, sounded like he was emphasizing the fact that he was actually Choi Hong-seo.



    



    A secret between just the two of us.



    



    You are actually Choi Hongseo, and it's like proof that only the two of us share that secret... From now on, the name Yoon Hye-an will feel like a nickname he gave you.



    



    “But are the clothes uncomfortable? They keep pulling on you.”



    



    “No, this is just for nothing...”



    



    “Yeah, it suits you well. The turtleneck.”



    



    While raising the wine glass to his lips again, Choi Hongseo hurriedly turned his gaze away from Lee Hae-seong, who continued to smile, and emptied the wine he had barely been drinking. Even though he knew why he had to wear a turtleneck. Of course, the people here wouldn’t even guess what he meant… But to Choi Hongseo, Lee Hae-seong’s words felt very bold. As if he had left a hickey in front of everyone.



    



    Other than that, it was a normal after-party atmosphere. I thought everything would pass without incident.



    



    Just as Seo Jun-young looked relieved, Choi Hong-seo also felt relieved. He had no intention of ignoring Seo Jun-young’s insulting remarks. However, he did not want Lee Hae-seong to feel emotionally drained because of Seo Jun-young.



    



    The place was empty, and some of the excited people left Director Kang's house to discuss where to meet for the second round.



    



    The young actor who was gathering more people as the main force hurriedly grabbed Seo Jun-young who was getting up from his seat and stopped him.



    



    “Senior Junyoung, you will of course go to the second round, right?”



    



    “Ah... Please leave me alone today.”



    



    “Senior, you’re missing? Are you kidding? Put me on the list?”



    



    “No, I really have to go home today. I can’t handle alcohol. I barely drank at the after-party.”



    



    Among the regular members who enjoy drinking, Seo Jun-young was the best. Choi Hong-seo has never stayed up that long, but I heard that once he starts, he is the type who has to finish it with hangover soup and soju before going home after seeing the morning sun.



    



    Seo Jun-young, who was like that, was only refusing the second round. There was no trace of the momentum he had shown when he boasted about not caring about the chaebols.



    



    “Mr. Seo Jun-young, aren’t you going to the second round?”



    



    These were the first words that Lee Hae-seong spoke directly to Seo Jun-yeong at this location.



    



    “Ah... yes, well... I’m not feeling like drinking today.”



    



    Seo Jun-young answered roughly with a bitter expression. Since he had bragged in front of everyone, his pride would not allow him to show a sly attitude now.



    



    “Okay, let’s go in first. Thank you for your hard work, Director.”



    



    Seo Jun-young, who had his bag slung over his shoulder, nodded his head in greeting and made his way through the crowd toward the entrance. His hasty actions to get out of this place as quickly as possible were clearly visible.



    



    “If you’re not going to the second round, come see me for a moment and then go, Seo Jun-young.”



    



    “......”



    



    Seo Jun-young wasn't the only one who stopped and remained silent. Everyone who remained in the restaurant stopped moving with an expression that said what was coming had come.



    



    There was no trace of anger or malice in Hae-seong's expression.



    



    “Director, can I borrow the reception room on the second floor?”



    



    After saying that, Haeseong took out his cell phone, looked at it, and left the restaurant.



    



    What are you trying to say? Where have I heard this before? Choi Hong-seo couldn't move his feet. It seemed like everyone else was feeling the same.



    



    A short vibration was felt inside his coat pocket. Choi Hong-seo quickly checked the message, feeling that it was Lee Hae-seong.



    

    




Carrot seller  : It won't take long. I'll go home first. See you at home^^  (10:28 PM)
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Carrot seller  : It won't take long. I'll go home first. See you at home^^  (10:28 PM)









He must not have been that angry since he sent a smiling emoticon. The fact that he didn't get angry in front of other people and called them out separately might have been because he was concerned about Seo Jun-young's reputation. That seemed much more plausible. Yes, that's probably true.





Choi Hong-seo, who had put his cell phone in his coat pocket, looked for Park Dong-ha among the people who were leaving one by one, going to the second location and home. However, he was nowhere to be seen. Park Dong-ha arrived just before the study started, so they couldn’t even say hello properly, and after it was over, he left without saying a word.





Choi Hong-seo hurriedly chased after the guy. After leaving the front door, he was able to spot Park Dong-ha’s back in front of the outdoor parking lot where visitors park their cars.





“Dongha-ya.”





Even though he must have heard it clearly, he didn't stop beating or look back.





“Park Dong-ha!”





Only after I ran towards him and caught him while shouting a little louder did the guy have no choice but to look this way. No, he stopped, but the face I was facing was avoiding my gaze.





“Are you upset because of what the director said? He didn’t even say anything. Why are you upset? I hear things like that all the time.”





“Why did you call me?”





As he sighed at the guy's gruff answer, white vapor rose from Choi Hong-seo's lips.





Choi Hong-seo searched through his bag and took out a small shopping bag. Park Dong-ha’s eyes were more closely looking at the bag hanging on Choi Hong-seo’s shoulder than the shopping bag. It was one of the many bags that Lee Hae-seong had bought as a gift from an editorial shop in Beverly Hills.





Choi Hong-seo slowly turned his bag around and pushed the shopping bag a little further towards Park Dong-ha.





“What is this?”





“I made Tiffany a snack, but it’s a bit too much. Tiffany really likes this. Romeo should try it too. If he likes it, I’ll make more.”





“......”





Park Dong-han, who had been quietly looking down at the shopping bag without accepting it, clicked his tongue and then started talking about something completely different.





“Hyung, it seems like you’ve become a lot closer to the vice president.”





“There’s no such thing. He’s not someone I can become close with or anything.”





Although it was a sudden conversation, Choi Hong-seo answered calmly. Park Dong-ha suddenly raised his gaze. His crooked eyes seemed to be resenting Choi Hong-seo.





“Why do you have to pretend it’s not happening? You even stroked my head in front of everyone.”





“......”





“To be frank, you’re blatantly showing that you’re a favoritism person. Let everyone see it. To Lee Hae-seong, since Yoon Hye-an is this kind of person, everyone should know how to act. That’s what you meant.”





“What favoritism is this? I guess I just happened to be nearby.”





From now on, he said he would not hide it from people. If someone said something, he said to just say that he didn't know why he was saying that. No matter what the truth is, unless the person involved admits it, people can't dig deeper even if they know it. Especially if the truth includes Hae-sung.





It didn't seem like he believed Choi Hong-seo's words.





“When did you two become so close? When you two went down to Gangwon-do together first. Was that when you first got close?”





“That day, I suddenly felt unwell, so you just took me home.”





“If I may say so, didn’t the Vice President originally dislike you? Are you able to subdue even the people you dislike if you put your mind to it?”





“......”





“Even someone like the Vice President?”





Park Dong-ha was convinced that 'Yoon Hye-an' had twisted Lee Hae-seong. Perhaps it was because of the characteristics that Yoon Hye-an had in the past.





A sharp wind blowing from the mountain separated the two people. Park Dong-ha's expression became more mocking.





“Yoon Hye-an is truly amazing. She is truly amazing.”





“......”





“You keep doing the same things you used to do... and you want me to believe you forgot all your memories?”





“What’s the same?”





“Don’t pretend not to remember! It’s a dirty habit to try to get easy work and achieve easy success by relying on people with money and power!”





Park Dong-ha's eyes became bloodshot as he walked up to Choi Hong-seo.





“Since you don’t remember, you approached the vice president by pretending to be a new person, kind and innocent, and saying that the old Yoon Hye-an and the current me are different?”





Park Dong-han became increasingly sweary as he continued to shake the shopping bag in Choi Hong-seo's hand.





“This... This is what you make, and you’re an angel who treats even your colleagues who you used to throw away like chewed gum?”





“Don’t be stubborn. It’s true that I don’t remember. You said that I seemed like a different person.”





“Yeah, that’s why I almost believed it. Before you even tried to seduce the vice president.”





He ran his throbbing palm over her face. Then he turned halfway around and muttered in a lowered voice.





“I almost believed you again after you treated me like that... I’m really ashamed of myself. That must be why I lived with all that suffering.”





“At least I haven’t lied since I woke up from unconsciousness.”





Park Dong-ha turned his head and looked back with a determined expression. His face was saying, 'I absolutely will not believe what you say anymore.'





“I thought my brother’s method was wrong. Even if it was a little slow and took a long time, there was no need to resort to dirty tricks when you could succeed in an honest way. But it wasn’t like that. I don’t know about other industries, but here, skills aren’t everything. Those who are lucky might get opportunities just with their skills, but those who aren’t… no matter how hard you try and wait, you might not even get the opportunity, here.”





“......”





“But isn’t this method wrong? Isn’t this really not right? When I had such doubts, my brother was way ahead of me with that method?”





Now, Park Dong-ha's eyes were calm, rather than the intense pain and confusion. It was a gaze that had completely made up his mind.





“So now I’m not going to doubt that that method is right. I’m going to follow it when I have time to doubt it.”





“......”





“From now on, you are my role model.”





After that sarcastic remark, Park Dong-han was the first to leave the place. He left Choi Hong-seo alone, didn't even take the shopping bag, and strode briskly towards his car.





Choi Hong-seo, who was watching the back of the guy walking away, let out a short sigh and put the shopping bag back in his bag. He thought that Park Dong-ha’s grudge against Yoon Hye-an might be deeper than he thought. It might be a grudge that can’t be resolved with just homemade cat treats.





Choi Hong-seo, who was watching Park Dong-ha's car exit the parking lot, looked once more at Director Kang Woo-hyun's house where Lee Hae-seong still remained before walking to his own car. The cold air spread across the back of his neck due to the suddenly lower temperature.





■





“VIP vehicle will arrive in 5 minutes.”





The bodyguard in the driver's seat made a brief report to Hae-seong's Bundang home via cell phone. It was a sign that they were almost home. VIP vehicle. It was an unfamiliar word and situation.





On a schedule like today where there was no particular need for management by the company, we moved around without a manager, with a bodyguard and driver prepared by Lee Hae-seong. This was something that Director Kang had coordinated with ENA Entertainment's CEO, Im Sang-jin.





Choi Hong-seo, a party concerned, also attended the meeting, and naturally, the name of ARA Electronics Vice President Lee Hae-seong was mentioned.





'The Vice President hopes that Ms. Yoon Hye-an can focus on her acting career more comfortably and comfortably. We only ask that you accept the offer of providing a vehicle and security guards. There will be absolutely no infringement on the company's authority.'





Director Kang was quite polite, but he read mechanically, as if he was reading a prepared script. In addition, he presented additional content that Lee Hae-seong could personally support for ENA. CEO Im Sang-jin was initially taken aback.





Since Director Kang had given a rough introduction over the phone, Representative Lim must have had a rough idea of ​​the situation, but it seems that the benefits given in exchange for providing Yoon Hye-an with a vehicle and bodyguards were probably more than he had imagined.





'It's fine as long as it's beneficial to the company, but it's not a proposal that would be detrimental to us... We have no reason to refuse, though...'





Representative Lim's trembling face was turned towards 'Yoon Hye-an'.





'I wonder why they are giving such a good offer to our actors, it's good...'





'Think of it as sponsorship.'





'yes?'





'You can take it that way because Vice President Lee Hae-seong highly values ​​actress Yoon Hye-an's talent and is personally supporting her.'





Director Kang spoke bluntly.





'There is no need to know more, and even if you do, it won't be of any benefit to Representative Lim.'





The meeting ended with agreement on all the proposed contents. After the meeting, CEO Lim wanted to talk to 'Yoon Hye-an' alone for a while, and Director Kang 'allowed' him to talk to her for about 10 minutes. It was almost like making it clear that the company could not touch 'Yoon Hye-an' without permission from Lee Hae-seong.





Lim, lighting a cigarette in the empty office, asked secretly.





'You... have your memories returned?'





'no.'





'So, even if my memories don't come back, my true nature remains the same?'





'What are you talking about?'





'Is Vice President Lee Hae-seong your sponsor?'





'No. You heard the explanation from Director Kang.'





Representative Lim snorted and took a cigarette from his thick lips.





'If you try to find out more, you'll get hurt, so know that Hae-seong is your sponsor... Do you want me to believe such a threatening remark?'





He added bitterly, chuckling as he blew out a puff of smoke.





'Well, sponsors are still supporters after all.'





Representative Cho So-han raised his upper body from the sofa where he had been leisurely leaning against.





'I have no reason to refuse since it's only a story that's beneficial to me, but you're asking for understanding? This time, the stakes are too high. You're a tough opponent, too.'





The man's thick index finger pointed to the chest of 'Yoon Hye-an' on the other side.





'I am the next chairman of ARA Group, a descendant of Hanseo Group. How long do you think I will focus on you? A year? No, half a year? If you don't want to go through the same thing again, start this time with determination.'





'What are you prepared for?'





'The understanding that a relationship can be abandoned at any time.'





Representative Lim, who spoke as if it were a given, glanced at the clock hanging on the wall. Then he shook his head and smiled.





'I borrowed 10 minutes from the world's greatest scholar to talk to you, so I have to guard the time like a knife. Go.'





Less than 10 minutes later, CEO Lim gestured toward the entrance, and Choi Hong-seo and Director Kang, who had been waiting in the underground parking lot, left the building.





Park Dong-ha and Representative Lim ended up saying similar things.





It is said that the old habit of trying to make life in the entertainment industry easier by relying on those with money and power is coming out.





I knew in advance that Yoon Hye-an had been through several sponsors, but it seemed like that wasn't all.





If you don't want to be in the same situation again, start this time with determination.





Representative Lim’s words continued to linger in Choi Hong-seo’s mind.





Meanwhile, the car was running along the long wall surrounding the Bundang mansion of the Lee family. As the car approached the entrance to the parking lot, the garage door opened automatically. The car slid into the secret iron fortress without a sound.


  
    Chapter 149
  
  After parting ways with the security guard at the parking lot, Choi Hong-seo unlocks the front door connected to the parking lot and enters the house. There, he changes into indoor slippers and uses the elevator inside the hallway, allowing him to go up to the third floor he shares with Lee Hae-seong without encountering anyone.





The elevator was connected to the third-floor hallway. The third floor, measuring 500 square meters , contained a master bedroom, bathroom, dressing room, living room, study, and kitchen equipped with all the necessary appliances and furniture, making it possible to live an independent life.





The two rarely left the third floor. In addition, Lee Hae-seong took care to ensure that other employees, aside from Director Kang, rarely ran into Choi Hong-seo, so Choi Hong-seo felt like they were living together almost alone.





Even though I don't cook, the kitchen is always prepared with food, and when I come home after going out, the house is always tidy as if it were a new house, and the laundry basket is emptied on its own... Anyway, I'm adjusting to life in Bundang better than I had worried.





Still, when the elevator doors open on the third floor, I step cautiously, fearing I might bump into someone.





"tiffany."





As soon as he got off on the third floor, Choi Hong-seo looked for Tiffany.





Hae-sung decorated Tiffany's room, located not far from the master bedroom. Filled with various cat towers, cat wheels, hideaways, cloud bridges, and many new toys, the room was every cat's dream place. If cats can think of wanting something, that is.





“Tiffany, I’m home. Where are you?”





However, the guy didn't stay in that room for long. Unlike Choi Hong-seo, who only hid on the third floor, this large house was a playground for him, so it was understandable.





Tiffany was nowhere to be seen in the living room, bedroom, bathroom, dressing room, kitchen, or Lee Hae-seong's study. She had been in a bad mood since Choi Hong-seo returned from America. She seemed to be really angry that she had left Yong-jae behind for almost a week. And since she had to move right after, it was understandable that she was upset.





Choi Hong-seo, who was about to give up on finding Tiffany and leave the study, suddenly stopped in front of Lee Hae-seong's desk.





Among the books neatly spread out in a fan shape on the desk, there was a magazine that caught my eye. My eyes were drawn to the clear letters ARA. Upon closer inspection, I realized that it was a Spanish magazine containing an interview with Hae-Seong Lee.





Choi Hong-seo's eyes, which had grown tired from searching the entire third floor in search of Tiffany, suddenly regained their vitality. He wanted to read.





I took my phone out of my coat pocket to ask him for permission to see me. I chose to text him rather than call him, thinking he might still be talking.








Me  : Sir, there are a few magazines on the desk in the study. Can I look at them?  (11:42 PM)









Just as I was about to leave the study to change my clothes, I received a reply from him. Sometimes, the reply was so fast that I wondered if he was just waiting for a message from Choi Hong-seo.








Carrot Seller  : Of course. You can see whatever you want.  (11:44 PM)





Me  : So you're saying that everything that shouldn't be seen has already been hidden from view?  (11:45 PM)





Carrot seller  : Our smart baby^^  (11:46 PM)





Me  : When are you coming?  (11:46 PM)





Carrot seller  : On the way. Don't shower first, wait  (11:47 PM)









Choi Hong-seo, who was exchanging messages while standing blankly in the middle of the study, laughed while rubbing his swollen ears. Unless something special comes up, we should definitely shower together in the evening. It was because of Hae-seong’s mischief that he insisted on reminding him of the promise they made when they started living together.





Choi Hong-seo put down his backpack and coat on the sofa and sat down at the desk. He pulled the chair closer and opened a magazine.





My heart was pounding as I flipped through the pages to find his interview.





“......”





Vice President Lee Hae-seong finally appeared in the latter part of an article that seemed to detail the entire process of separating the Hanseo Group and the ARA Group, including diagrams.





He's really handsome, my uncle. He could be a little less handsome, though.





Choi Hong-seo's lips naturally formed a smile as he looked at the gentle yet confident figure of Lee Hae-seong, who was smiling faintly against the backdrop of the Seoul cityscape.





It was Spanish that had no meaning other than the name of the interviewer and the words ARA and HAN-SEO. Choi Hong-seo divided the article into several pieces and took a picture with a translator app. The app quickly translated the dense two-page interview into Korean.





It was a somewhat superficial interview asking about his thoughts on the recent successful separation of affiliates and his aspirations as a global leader who will lead not only Asia but also the world market. However, for Choi Hong-seo, each line was new and interesting. He searched the parts that were not smoothly translated directly in a Spanish dictionary, and he lost track of time as he immersed himself in the text.





At a certain passage, Choi Hong-seo’s back became even more bent. If I had studied like this, I would not have met Myeong Do-hoon or Lee Seo-kyung. Choi Hong-seo, who smiled bitterly at the thought, concentrated as if he were digging into magazines and mobile phone apps. Perhaps because it was not a Korean media outlet, it was not filled with only the typical Q&As.








Interviewer  : Every successful person has a story, a story of their own. Their own story of overcoming hardships and finally achieving success. Many people might think that since you come from a wealthy family, there were no hardships or adversities in your life. Do you have a story, too?





Understanding  : To be honest, I have lived without such a story for a long time. I have had failed marriages, but marriage and divorce have not been ordeals for me. They were not wounds or frustrations to overcome. But now, I think I have a story.





Interviewer  : Your publicist, who is watching the interview, looks flustered. Can I ask what the story is?





Understanding  : There was an opportunity to think deeply about my personal needs, not as a subsidiary of a company that only focuses on efficient profit generation. For me, who had only lived according to the duties given to me, it was an experience that was tantamount to destroying my worldview. No, maybe I am still going through that experience.





Interviewer  : What were your personal needs that you looked into?





Understanding  : Well... belief and devotion to invisible ideas?





Interviewer  : That sounds like love.





Understanding  : If that sounds like it, isn't that love to you?









Knock knock. I raised my head at the sound of a knock on the door.





Lee Hae-seong was leaning against the open doorframe with his arms crossed. He didn't look like someone who had just arrived.





“What are you looking at so intently? I knocked several times but you didn’t hear me.”





“When did you come?”





“Have you been watching here for 2 or 3 minutes?”





“If you had told me you were arriving, I would have gone down.”





Rubbing the back of his neck in embarrassment, Choi Hong-seo hurriedly put away the magazines and cell phone that had been spread out.





“It’s good to come out to greet me, but it’s also good to watch Hongseo here.”





Lee Hae-seong, who had taken his shoulder off the door frame, walked into the study. Although he had done nothing wrong, Choi Hong-seo pulled the magazine with the cover toward him as if hiding it. Lee Hae-seong pressed the top of the cover with his middle finger and pulled it up. Then, he glanced down at the magazine and reached out to Choi Hong-seo, who was standing across the desk.





“Shall we go take a shower?”





Choi Hong-seo felt relieved that he wasn't asked what he thought of the magazine's contents, quickly got up and took his hand.





“But I haven’t seen Tiffany yet. She’s hiding somewhere, but she won’t come out even if I call her.”





“Tiffany? I thought you were with Director Kang downstairs?”





As he left the study and headed toward the dressing room connected to the bathroom, Lee Hae-seong pointed down with his index finger.





“With Director Kang?”





“Director Kang was holding me as I came out to greet him. Should I tell him to bring me?”





“No, I just wanted to know where it was.”





Choi Hong-seo's voice and expression became somewhat subdued as he answered like that.





Although we had become much closer since our first meeting, I had never hugged Tiffany before. But when Director Kang, who was going out to meet Lee Hae-seong, hugged her, I felt a little sad, even though I didn't want to.





Choi Hong-seo, who was blankly watching the back of Lee Hae-seong as he entered the dressing room and took off his jacket in front of him, suddenly remembered something he had forgotten.





“But, what did you talk about with senior Seo Jun-young?”





Hae-seong answered nonchalantly, pulling down the knot on his tie and pulling it out from behind the collar of his shirt.





“Oh, Seo Jun-young has decided to leave . We’re going to look for another actor.”





"yes?"





“I told you. Whoever sows for Choi Hong-seo will reap what he sows. He was already on the edge, but this time he crossed the line.”





This time, he unbuttoned his shirt and took it off behind his back, and Lee Hae-seong spoke in a flat voice.





“Where did you hear it from?”





Hae-seong Lee, who had completely taken off his upper body, threw his shirt into the laundry basket and turned to Hong-seo Choi.





“Um... The Vice President graduated from a prestigious university with excellent grades...”





“Ugh, ugh!”





Choi Hong-seo opened his eyes wide in an instant and ran towards him while screaming strangely. Choi Hong-seo covered his lips with his hand and his earlobes turned red.





“If you had just appeared then, we wouldn’t have fought anymore.”





He spoke in a resentful tone, unable to look at Choi Hong-seo's face straight. Lee Hae-seong gently pulled Choi Hong-seo's hand away and looked down at his lover with a smile as gentle as his hand.





“Hongseo was so enthusiastic about taking my side. I liked hearing that.”
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    “Hongseo was so enthusiastic about taking my side. I liked hearing that.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I can no longer tolerate words like ‘rag’.”



    



    While rubbing the inside of Choi Hong-seo's wrist with his thumb, Lee Hae-seong's lips hardened. It seemed that he knew that there was still anger inside him, even though he didn't show it in front of Choi Hong-seo.



    



    This time, Choi Hong-seo grabbed Lee Hae-seong's hand. The four hands were intertwined, facing downward.



    



    “If I had studied hard, I would have spoken more coherently, but... You know what I said earlier. I don’t know how to speak elegantly, and I have a bad temper. I’m not the kind of innocent baby you’re talking about.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong pulled the hand that was clasped in his hands with force for a moment. Choi Hong-seo, who was helplessly dragged towards his chest, buried his lips around his exposed collarbone. Lee Hae-seong’s dry lips pressed against his temple.



    



    “I had to create the poison. How could I have endured that hell without it?”



    



    It was a past that was once shaken off by choosing death. It was a choice that was expected to end all situations related to that past. However, now that he was resurrected, even though the people involved were killed or punished, the wounds left inside Choi Hong-seo from those times were still there.



    



    As these words of understanding seeped into the cracks and sore wounds, filling them with warmth and healing them, Choi Hong-seo realized that there were still wounds inside him.



    



    Recovery is because there are wounds.



    



    But it didn’t matter. The fact that those things were literally just a past life that ended on its own remained unchanged. In this life, the only thing Choi Hong-seo cared about was Lee Hae-seong.



    



    “Even though you insulted me with vulgar words, you thought of the insult you gave me first.”



    



    His two hands came up, loosening the grip and running their fingers through each other, and then broadly cupped Choi Hong-seo's cheeks.



    



    “The kind of affection you give me... is what keeps me alive.”



    



    “......”



    



    “The vice president is a good person, and his blind affection was precious to me.”



    



    At a close distance, Hae-Seong's eyes looked deeply into Choi Hong-Seo's two eyes one by one. Like a secret witness who has discovered an incredible treasure, his eyes were filled with wonder. Through the same kind of affection, he could tell that he was now feeling the reality that his lover had come back to life.



    



    The moment I felt his gaze becoming more complicated and tangled, the face with distinct features tilted obliquely and the lips overlapped. The kiss, in which they alternately sucked and held each other, was intense from the start. The tip of the nose was crushed, and the lower lip was turned over, revealing the soft mucous membrane. He scratched and sucked the mucous membrane, and he raised his teeth enough to leave a slight wound.



    



    “Ugh.”



    



    He loved even that tenderness. He didn’t want to reject it. Choi Hong-seo came closer to him, pressed his stomach against his, and continued to caress the strong and beautiful curves of his naked upper body.



    



    Like a beast that couldn’t measure the difference in size between himself and his opponent and pounced on the trainer who had shown him affection, Hae-seong Lee kept pushing Hong-seo Choi. When Hong-seo Choi’s heels and the back of his head, who had been pushed back by his weight, touched the closet, Hae-seong Lee rubbed the back of his lower lip’s mucous membrane once more and then released his lips.



    



    “Haa, huh... ha...”



    



    Choi Hong-seo took a deep breath with his lips that had become sensitive and flushed in an instant. With a thud, Lee Hae-seong’s forehead met Choi Hong-seo’s.



    



    “To be continued.”



    



    His voice was deeper and more penetrating than usual, his lust fueled by the kiss.



    



    “Promise me that you’ll shower with me every night, even after this honeymoon period is over.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo laughed silently, scratching his lower lip with his teeth.



    



    “Why are you laughing?”



    



    “Are you newlyweds?”



    



    “Why? No? Should we start with a grand ceremony in secret? If Hongseo wants to do that, we can do it.”



    



    He tilted his shoulders and bowed his head deeply to meet Choi Hong-seo's eyes, who had dropped his gaze while laughing. Even while doing so, he never let go of his hands that were holding his sides and his lower body that was pressed tightly together.



    



    “Or, are you only with me now and plan on living with another man later?”



    



    “That can’t be true.”



    



    When I raised my head in a fit of anger, Haeseong's satisfied expression was waiting for me, making eye contact just as I wanted.



    



    "Viva."



    



    Lee Hae-seong said, glancing down at Choi Hong-seo's hand, which was pushing against his chest as if rejecting him. Choi Hong-seo hesitantly took his hand away from his thick, wide chest and raised his arm in a crooked manner.



    



    Lee Hae-seong took off the hooded sweatshirt and the white sweatshirt underneath in one go. Choi Hong-seo’s stomach was flat, but unlike when Yoon Hye-an was the owner, there were clear abs on both sides. Lee Hae-seong whispered on Choi Hong-seo’s lips as he traced the curves that were like proof of his identity with his fingertips.



    



    “Promise me you’ll stay by my side forever.”



    



    “I promise.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo answered immediately. So that he wouldn't be anxious.



    



    I knew full well that his question was not about the vague promise of 'eternity' that is usually exchanged between lovers, or the sweet and romantic pledge. I knew what he was afraid of.



    



    After devouring Choi Hong-seo's lips and showering him with another greedy, meal-like kiss, Lee Hae-seong unbuttoned his lover's jeans, unzipped them, and slid both hands down from her lower back to her buttocks.



    



    “Ugh, huh.”



    



    Her buttocks were also more muscular and elastic than before. His tongue caressed her smooth palate, drawing geometric lines, and slipped out of her lips, scraping the back of her upper teeth.



    



    He looked at Choi Hong-seo, panting, with a dissatisfied, still hungry expression. His sexy, thick and curved lips moved in confusion, wanting to say something. Only after completely distorting one cheek did he speak heavily, one word at a time, between panting breaths.



    



    “I promise you this too. From now on, I will never watch another movie that doesn’t have a happy ending.”



    



    Although she was smiling playfully amidst her heavy breathing, Choi Hong-seo, who knew the hidden meaning behind why she was asking for such a promise, found it difficult to smile back.



    



    
      , , .


    

    



    Maybe our previous endings were like that because we only watched movies together that didn't have happy endings.



    



    ARA's understanding, which does not believe in any religion or superstition, was afraid of such things.



    



    If the fact that it was healed showed that there was a wound, then the fact that there were many promises that one wanted to receive meant anxiety.



    



    A man like Lee Hae-seong is afraid. He wants to be confirmed and make promises with empty words. Sometimes, people need the power of words even though they know it is meaningless, and a man like Lee Hae-seong ultimately wanted that in the face of fear.



    



    Choi Hong-seo imitated him. He held both cheeks in his hands and looked straight into her eyes. He kissed her first, not caring about the roughness of his beard that had grown gray at the end of the day. He did this several times.



    



    “I won’t watch it. Never.”



    



    Knock, this time it was the sound of Lee Hae-seong picking up Choi Hong-seo and slamming his back against the closet. Wrapping his legs around his waist and his tongue around his, Choi Hong-seo was carried into the bathroom with both feet in the air by him.



    



    The two people, completely naked in the shower, washed each other's hair and washed their bodies with foam like innocent children who knew nothing about sex. But of course, since they weren't real children, their genitals were firmly erect the whole time.



    



    While kissing Choi Hong-seo’s nape from behind, Lee Hae-seong washed the foam off Choi Hong-seo’s body with the water stream from the shower. Even though the water pressure was strong, like sticking a needle in, the water stream hitting his chest only felt ticklish. Choi Hong-seo frowned, turning his head from side to side like someone being bullied.



    



    “If two people live together with eternity in mind, then they are already newlyweds.”



    



    “Ugh, uhm... umm, hmm.”



    



    The water stream flowing down from his chest passed through his lower abdomen and navel, drenching his genitals and pubic hair. Choi Hong-seo even laid his head on his shoulder and turned around.



    



    “I’ve already been on something like a honeymoon.”



    



    The water stream dug deeper and deeper, crawling between her legs, turning her head upside down and hitting her perineum from bottom to top.



    



    “Haa, huh... huh, huh...”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who was holding onto Lee Hae-seong’s arm, tried to hold on by digging his fingertips into the slippery skin. It was harder to put strength into his knees because of his voice that sweetly resonated in the humid air.



    



    “We had sex day and night, without condoms, like on our honeymoon. It was so weird that we didn’t have a honeymoon baby.”



    



    As if shouting surrender, Choi Hongseo guided his hand, not the shower head, to his vagina. With a thud, the shower head, which had been thrown down, coiled on the tiles, and the water that had been spraying everywhere became calm after crumpling to one side, and all that could be heard in the booth was the sticky squelching of wet flesh sticking together and sticky moans.



    



    We've been living together in this house for a few days now. There hasn't been a single day that we've slept without touching each other's bodies. It doesn't always lead to anal sex, but we're not always quiet enough to let each other fall asleep peacefully while lying next to each other.



    



    It was more about relieving anxiety than sexual desire, like sex in Malibu.



    



    There may be something crouching in the darkness of the unseen future. In order to forget that fear for a moment, we had no choice but to cling to each other. And the theory of understanding was that there were two ways to confirm each other's existence, understand each other, and approach it more deeply.



    



    Conversation, and sex.



    



    ■

  

  
    Chapter 151
  
  
    ■



    



    “Ha, uh! Huh, uh... Ah, ah, haaak! Ugh!”



    



    The image of Choi Hong-seo, lying face down with his buttocks raised high while hugging his pillow, glows faintly in the darkness. Lee Hae-seong, who was standing upright on his knees and clinging tightly to him, grabbed Choi Hong-seo’s sides and wouldn’t let go.



    



    As the thick red shadow extending from Lee Hae-seong's groin sinks deep between Choi Hong-seo's buttocks, almost simultaneously, the sound of the skin rubbing against the exposed buttocks and upper thighs is repeated.



    



    “Hoooo... hoo.”



    



    Understanding exhaled deeply. His thick chest, which had been spread wide, slowly sank. It was a breath that felt like a strong force restraining himself. He pulled his pale buttocks outward and looked down. He continued inserting while taking in his lover’s anus that repeatedly opened and closed like a slurping mouth, receiving his penis.



    



    That hideous, large object that seemed impossible to fit into a human body would force itself into Choi Hong-seo's body, stretching his anus to its maximum every time.



    



    Being accepted.



    



    To be accepted emotionally and physically by someone you love, by someone you long for.



    



    Understanding, once again immersed in the sensations he had once considered completely lost, seemed like someone intoxicated by the most ecstatic hallucination.



    



    “Haak, ha! Haeueueu, hue... Ah, no... no...”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been burying his face in the pillow, lifted his chin. His penis, which was hanging upside down, was on the verge of bursting. Every time he slapped it from behind, his penis and testicles flailed around wildly.



    



    In an instant, hundreds of thousands of comets brightly lit up my head, which had been like a flowing black universe.



    



    He raised his head and stretched his left arm back as if he was seeing a fearful vision. Hae-seong grabbed Choi Hong-seo’s wrist tightly. It was as if he was trying to carve his own image into his wrist. Pulling his body forward, he crushed Choi Hong-seo’s insides with even more brutal force.



    



    “Go... again, go again... again, again... ugh, huff!”



    



    Shaking his head wildly and shivering as if his body was being burned by flames, Choi Hong-seo reached the conclusion.



    



    “Huh, huh... huh... ha, huh...”



    



    The feeling of climaxing both forward and backward at the same time was completely unfamiliar to me. It was still more fear than pleasure. My whole body trembled, and my insides, the flesh that was tightly clenching Lee Hae-seong's penis, convulsed and twitched. Choi Hong-seo lowered his buttocks that had been raised and spread out on the bed.



    



    The dark vision seemed to become darker, and then Lee Hae-seong's entire body covered my back.



    



    “Ugh, uhm... umm... uh...”



    



    With eyes as fearful as a beast that sensed the violence coming to him, Choi Hong-seo looked back at Hae-seong’s face, who had his chin resting on his shoulder. The lips that kissed his eyes, stained with sweat and tears, were not rough at all. They were even careful. He found Choi Hong-seo’s hand that he had pushed under the pillow and covered the back of his hand, intertwining them. His fingers were sticky and stuck between his fingers.



    



    "love you."



    



    “Me too... ha... huh! Heh! Ha, an, ah, huh!”



    



    The moment his heart was stolen by the whisper that he would never get tired of hearing no matter how many times he listened to it, it came back to pressure Choi Hong-seo again.



    



    I couldn't forget that my penis was still inside me, throbbing hard and full of heat. He hadn't ejaculated yet.



    



    Another naked body lying face down on top of the one lying face down. The testicles crushed between the mattress and the legs, and the round flesh under the buttocks splitting to both sides. Another lower body piled up on top of that. Firm buttocks contracting and relaxing repeatedly, and taut thigh muscles. Sweat beads glistening on the skin covering the muscles tightly packed without any gaps. A long penis pantably moving in and out between the buttocks lying face down below. Another fat testicle mercilessly hitting the perineum between the anus and the testicles.



    



    All those vivid images of lovemaking and intercourse unfolded vividly in Choi Hong-seo's mind. While having sex with him, he felt like an observer of this sex. His sex was so tangible and vivid that it made him mobilize all his senses.



    



    Chulbuk chulbuk chulbuk chulbuk.



    



    The moment he felt that the movements of filling, rubbing, and stretching inside him faster instead of shorter ones were adding speed, Choi Hong-seo gripped his clasped hands tighter and prepared for his climax.



    



    “Haa, hot! Haa!”



    



    The one who reached the point was Lee Hae-seong, but the one who let go of the lips he had bitten and let out his anger was Choi Hong-seo. The sensation of his penis, which had been swollen to the point of bursting, shaking inside his stomach and pouring out semen.



    



    Barebacking is a ritual that you only do with your loved ones.



    



    It was probably because of those words that I felt a sense of satisfaction that was more than sexual satisfaction whenever I felt his ejaculation without a condom. I released one hand from my clasped hands and slid my hand under his prone body to touch his lower abdomen. The place where his love was poured out.



    



    Countless kisses poured down on the back of his neck, and his hips began to move slowly after he ejaculated. Although his penis was still stuck inside his body, it was still worth living just because the violent insertion that made his head tingle had stopped.



    



    “Ugh... ugh, huff.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo shrank the back of his neck as he felt the penis that had been tightly blocking between his legs slowly and lengthily withdraw. The sensation was so vivid that it made him tighten his anus. The semen-soaked flesh and the penis clung tenaciously, not wanting to separate from each other.



    



    “Huh, huh... huh.”



    



    As he backed away, fluid spurted out of his swollen anus. Thick, thick semen flowed down his inner thighs.



    



    The moment the tip of the glans came out, Lee Hae-seong’s penis jerked with a thud. Lee Hae-seong, who straightened his upper body, wiped the sweat that had gathered at the tip of his chin with the back of his hand. His entire body’s muscles were tense and his penis was still hungry. His gaze, which had scanned Choi Hong-seo’s sides and buttocks where his own hands had clenched tightly, naturally turned to between his legs. The testicles and penis, entangled with bodily fluids that he couldn’t tell whose they were, were hanging out between his legs. The anus where Lee Hae-seong’s penis had been moving in and out just a moment ago was not completely closed and was twitching along with Choi Hong-seo’s breathing. No matter how you looked at it, it was a body that had suffered greatly from intense lovemaking.



    



    Hae-seong Lee, who had been licking his tongue over his dry mouth and lips, grabbed Hong-seo Choi's left arm.



    



    “Hongseo, look over here. Are you okay?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo's body, which had been forcibly turned over, was in a more disarray than his back.



    



    The wet, swollen eyes, the flushed complexion, the lips that were hard to close like a hole in the lower part of the mouth, and the saliva flowing from the corners of the mouth, the earlobes that were redder than the cheeks. Hae-seong Lee's eyes, which were looking closely at the face that looked like it had just been through a period of sad crying, were still swaying with heat.



    



    “Ugh, ugh. Huh.”



    



    Hae-seong Lee's gaze turned downwards as he ran his thumb over her lips that were groaning as if trying to stop her from crying.



    



    Her nipples, which had been persistently teased since the bathroom, were swollen and red, and the space between her squirming legs was completely aroused. From her pubic hair and the shaft of her penis, to her smooth, shiny glans and the inside of her thighs, there was no place that wasn't wet. Even if you thrust it in all at once, her lower body looked like it would receive it smoothly.



    



    Understanding's gaze greedily explored every nook and cranny of his lover's lovely naked body, which was literally tattered due to the affair. The sight of the penis, soaked in the cum and semen that flowed throughout the long caress, hanging long on the unusually white inner thigh flesh, was enough to whet his appetite.



    



    For a moment, Hae-seong narrowed his eyes and leaned forward to approach his lover. He stroked her pale face and kissed her lips. He soothed her labored breathing and gently melted every corner of her mouth, which was filled with sweetness.



    



    “I’m sorry. Did I bother you too much?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo looked up at the affectionate face that was sweeping the hair off his face.



    



    “Just... the usual.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong's eyes widened at the sound of Choi Hong-seo's voice, which was locked tightly.



    



    “Do I usually bother you this much?”



    



    “I didn’t say I was bullying you.”



    



    “You were crying?”



    



    "that..."



    



    While Choi Hong-seo rolled his eyes to find the right words, Lee Hae-seong's upper body, which had been kissing him between the eyebrows, moved away.



    



    “I’m going to stop teasing you today. Drink some water first, baby...”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who was trying to get his body out from between Choi Hong-seo's legs, stopped talking and turned around. Choi Hong-seo, who was lying down, was holding Lee Hae-seong's wrist while supporting his upper body with his elbows.



    



    “Sir, you haven’t finished it yet.”



    



    In the bathroom, on the bed. He had ejaculated twice in total, but as if it wasn't enough, his penis was still erect, showing off its fertility.



    



    “Are you tempting me? You can’t even control your body properly?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong was smiling, but he was already sexually shaken by the passive temptation thrown at him by his younger lover.



    



    Choi Hong-seo swallowed his saliva and soothed his cracked throat.



    



    “Tomorrow is a rare holiday.”



    



    “You pushed me all week. It was the result of my own reflection, but you’re making it useless like this?”



    



    As I looked at his face, I didn’t have the courage to speak, so I slid my gaze, and there was his naked body full of sexual charm and his thick penis nodding. Choi Hong-seo’s eyes, which had been wandering around with nowhere to look, finally met his eyes again. I had to drive a wedge for him who was struggling.



    



    “You said you were newlyweds...”



    



    “......”



    



    Lee Hae-seong licked his lower lip with his tongue, turned his body again, and slid in between his legs. Choi Hong-seo hugged his body tightly.



    



    Lee Hae-seong couldn't sleep well at night. Even when he was able to fall into a light sleep, he had seen him suffer from nightmares or from being squeezed by scissors several times. At those times, he couldn't wake up even if he shook his body. He knew that he could still sleep to some extent after intense sex. That's why Choi Hong-seo didn't want to stop now.



    



    “Ugh, uh... haa, ha...”



    



    Choi Hong-seo stroked the back of his embraced member as he felt his penis slowly pushing back into the spot where it had just slipped out. Lee Hae-seong whispered as he rubbed his cheek against Choi Hong-seo's heated cheek, holding his lower abdomen and chest tightly together.



    



    “If you do this, you won’t have to worry about anything.”



    



    “Then we stay like this all night.”



    



    He raised his head and showed me a charming smile right in front of my eyes.



    



    “If we do that, our baby’s body will really be ruined.”



    



    Not only my body, but also my body and mind, and even my next life, I would gladly destroy it for you. I only thought it in my head and didn't say it out loud. I knew he would be sad, not happy.



    



    After that, I couldn't remember when I fell asleep.



    



    The plan to lull him to sleep with intense sex instead put Choi Hong-seo to sleep. When he woke up, his whole body shaking as if he had dreamed of falling off a cliff, he was in Lee Hae-seong’s arms. Whether it was a bad dream he couldn’t remember, Choi Hong-seo realized that his body was drenched in cold sweat.



    



    Uhm, um...



    



    A groan, as if suffering from a high fever, was heard from above. As expected, Lee Hae-seong had a hard time sleeping today.



    



    He was frowning, his eyebrows furrowed. His jaw muscles were tense, his molars clenched. This was not sleep.



    



    Choi Hong-seo escaped from his arms, held him to his chest, and carefully wrapped his head around him. When he wasn’t suffering from nightmares, he would immediately open his eyes if Choi Hong-seo moved even a little in his arms. It wasn’t that he was sleeping so deeply that he wouldn’t wake up even if he moved that much, but it seemed that he was suffering that deeply in his dreams.



    



    Fighting the haziness that made his whole body feel like it was being sucked into a swamp, Choi Hong-seo hugged his large body tightly and buried his lips in the crown of his head.



    



    The seemingly peaceful daily life was actually a walk on a melting ice lake. Real fear was not expressed, but looking at each other, hugging, smiling, but trembling with fear inside. This was not living.



    



    What made you come back again?



    



    I wanted to ask God, Buddha, Allah, the gods of heaven and earth, or any god.



    



    Are you trying to make this person bleed like this, and then punish me with it? I wanted to swear and fight back. Why... Why didn't you just throw me into the fires of hell? Why are you punishing me through this person? God is so loving. Why are you making this innocent person suffer instead of the sinner? Why.



    



    Hot tears flowed down his head. Choi Hong-seo, who tried to push away the tears with his fingertips as if he would not give up, realized that the face he was touching was hotter than the tears.



    



    I thought it was the fever left by sex. After sleeping with him, I always felt a long, hazy feeling where my body temperature rose by 1 or 2 degrees. But something was different.



    



    High fever, nausea, dizziness as if the floor was spinning and my body was sinking. Choi Hong-seo opened his eyes wide in the darkness and gasped for breath. He knew what this feeling was.



    



    It was the first time that 'it' had come to a place that did not have any strong memories from a previous life.



    



    ■

  

  
    Chapter 152
  
  ■








Mistakes that can be forgiven and reversed are mistakes, and those that cannot are sins. What you did to me was not a mistake. It was a sin, and you must pay the price.









Choi Hong-seo's eyes, who was looking over the scenario, stayed on one spot for a long time. It was a line from the character Park Dong-ha, the son of a couple who run a famous restaurant. It was also the part that Park Dong-ha had been criticized for by director Kang Woo-hyun during the last scenario study.





Although Director Kang did not strongly criticize it, Choi Hong-seo thought it was an overly typical performance.





Although Park Dong-ha was not born with outstanding talent, he was a hard worker like Choi Hong-seo. He held on to the character until the end, even when he felt he was lacking, and although he was sometimes criticized for his overly bold interpretation, he was not the type of person to bring predictable acting to the study.





Perhaps it's because he was dropped from a project in which he was set to be the lead actor.





I thought my brother's way was wrong. But it wasn't. I don't know about other industries, but here, skills aren't everything. No matter how hard you try and wait, you might not get the opportunity.





After studying, I looked back at the poisonous words that Park Dong-ha had poured out to Yoon Hye-an. Now that I have a rough idea of ​​how Yoon Hye-an has lived her life in the entertainment industry, I can't help but think those words were referring to her sponsor.





Could it be that he was pushed out by another actor who had powerful sponsors behind him?





Swish, a warm hand widely wrapped around Choi Hong-seo's chin from behind to the front, who was lost in thought. The moment he sensed that his head was turned by that hand, a short kiss covered his lips and he pulled away.





“......”





Understanding looked down with a smile filled with wonder. The hand that was wrapping around his chin gently ran its thumb over his skin.





“My hand keeps stopping on that page. Is there a scene that you’re having trouble with?”





“No, I just blanked out for a moment.”





Sitting side by side on the same sofa, Choi Hong-seo and Lee Hae-seong were passing the holiday afternoon by looking over the script and materials or articles that needed to be checked.





“Please pay attention. You’ve neglected me for too long.”





Lee Hae-seong, who sat close to him, hugged Choi Hong-seo’s waist and pulled him into his arms. Choi Hong-seo’s back touched Lee Hae-seong’s chest. He buried his lower body in Lee’s shoulder, turned his head, buried his face deep in the nape of her neck, and inhaled her scent. Choi Hong-seo, who held the scenario in one hand, gently caressed his head and ears with the other.





“Are you feeling lazy? Want to go for a walk in the garden?”





The third-floor living room overlooked a half-acre garden of two thousand square meters .  The mansion was surrounded by three large gardens decorated with different themes, both for the enjoyment of the countryside and for privacy from curiosity.





Choi Hong-seo, who was looking at the garden, turned his gaze to see Hae-seong’s pale face with dark circles under his eyes due to lack of sleep. It seemed that breathing fresh air and getting some sunlight would help him a little. As he nodded, Hae-seong put down his tablet first, stood up, and held out his hand.





Lee Hae-seong still didn’t know what Choi Hong-seo had suffered the night before. The symptoms weren’t severe enough to completely lose consciousness, as they had been in Bong-an-dang, Director Kang’s reception room, and Lee Hae-seong’s Seocho-dong villa. Choi Hong-seo fell into a deep sleep, sweating profusely and feeling faint.





I was just scared last night, maybe it wasn't 'that' thing. Maybe I just had a chill.





When I woke up, my condition was completely normal. My whole body was aching from the aftermath of sex, and the places where he had held me tightly or rubbed against me were a little sore, but it was no different than usual. Yes, I must have been mistaken. It was the same pattern every time until now. So his sleep was more of a problem than mine.





Even though it was a walk in the front yard, it was an environment that was the same as walking in the countryside. It was necessary to be heavily armed to walk in the 2 degree weather. I glanced at the back of Hae-seong Lee, who was leading the way to the dressing room. He didn't really like talking about anxiety.





How long could Choi Hong-seo's soul stay in Yoon Hye-an's body? No one could be sure. One day, when she suddenly opened her eyes, Choi Hong-seo could disappear from this body and both body and soul could completely become Yoon Hye-an. If Yoon Hye-an was truly destined to never wake up from her unconscious state, Choi Hong-seo's soul could disappear and her body could return to its previous state of unconsciousness.





Since something so absurd had happened, there was no guarantee that things wouldn't go back to normal at some point, without any reason or warning.





And Hae-seong was extremely reluctant to talk about that anxiety.





Choi Hong-seo knew what kind of mentality that was. It’s not that he doesn’t want to talk about it because he thinks it’s trivial. He’s too scared, and he doesn’t see a solution, so he just wants to ignore it and pretend not to know.





ARA's understanding was so anxious that she couldn't sleep properly and was drying up. Something had to be done.





“That guy’s causing trouble again.”





He lowered his voice and whispered, enjoying the understanding. Choi Hong-seo followed him and stopped walking. Tiffany was loitering in front of the door leading to the dressing room. The guy, who was standing on his hind legs, tried hard to push the door open with his plump gray front paws. The two watched the scene from the other side of the hallway for a while.





The boy tried to somehow put his hand through the slightly visible black gap. He even stuck his face in. He couldn't believe that the playground he always went to was closed today. Meowing, as if expressing doubt, he didn't seem to give up.





Because of Tiffany, Choi Hong-seo and Lee Hae-seong were able to laugh for a moment. When it became difficult to suppress their laughter any longer, Choi Hong-seo called the guy first.





"tiffany."





The two gray ears twitched and the guy turned to me. Niya, the guy whined as if he was reproaching me for closing the door. The guy stared at Choi Hong-seo from where he was sitting, tilting his head a couple of times. Then, he soon ran down the hallway. It was still unusual for the guy to approach him first, so Choi Hong-seo lowered his body and held out his hand to him.





“I told you not to go in there. There are a lot of toys in your room.”





Tiffany sniffed Choi Hongseo's hand for a moment, then circled around him, raised her chin, and cried loudly. The boy seemed to be dissatisfied, but Choi Hongseo found him cute. He gently stroked him from head to tail, and Lee Hae-seong spoke from above.





“What’s wrong? You look anxious.”





“Really? Are you upset because you wanted to go into the dressing room but couldn’t?”





Tiffany now rubbed her body against Choi Hongseo's thigh and grumbled.





“Isn’t golgolsong a sound made when you’re in a good mood? Are you feeling better already?”





Choi Hong-seo was happy to see Tiffany, who was the first to initiate skinship, so he stroked the girl's long fur more diligently. Lee Hae-seong also knelt on one knee and buried his large hand in Tiffany's fluffy fur.





“On the other hand, they also purr to appease their anxiety. Did you look like you were in a bad mood? I’ve also heard that they purr to comfort their owners when they look sad or depressed.”





“Tiffany, did you? Did I look like I was in a bad mood?”





When he thought that maybe Tiffany sensed his anxiety and tried to comfort him, his forehead grew hot. He mustered up his courage and carefully picked him up. The guy stared at Choi Hong-seo’s face here and there as if checking something. Meow, meow, the guy cried out loud a few more times and jumped down the stairs leading down.





Even though he couldn't ask Tiffany what her true intentions were, Choi Hong-seo was sure that she felt something that he couldn't express in words. It was like that from the beginning.





“Should we go out before it gets colder?”





Lee Hae-seong woke up first, stroking Choi Hong-seo's head as he looked toward the stairs where Tiffany had disappeared.





Lee Hae-seong, who dressed Choi Hong-seo in a thick goose down jumper, also gave him a scarf.





“Do I have to wear a scarf too?”





“It’s quite windy. You’d better listen to me.”





It seemed like it would be frustrating, but I obediently gave in to what he said.





“Huh? What is this?”





Lee Hae-seong, who was carefully wrapping the scarf around his neck, stopped and felt the lower part of Choi Hong-seo's neck with his fingertips.





“Why... is something strange?”





“Let me see for a moment.”





He turned Choi Hong-seo halfway around, took off his scarf, and examined the area he had touched earlier.





“You got a wound that wasn’t there even in the morning. Did you get hurt without me knowing?”





“No, nothing happened.”





“Isn’t this just a wound? It’s like a rash… and doesn’t it itch?”





“No, not at all.”





Unlike Hae-seong, whose eyebrows were furrowed and his expression was serious, Choi Hong-seo was calm. When he reached out and felt, he felt a round, rough surface under the back of his neck.





“This won’t work. I need to see a doctor. Let’s go to the hospital first.”





“Isn’t it the weekend today?”





“Just ask me to come out.”





“It’s okay, it’s not itchy and the symptoms aren’t severe.”





“You shouldn’t take skin diseases lightly. Once you start, they will torment you relentlessly.”





“I’ll definitely go to the hospital on Monday. It’s not serious enough to require me to come in on this holiday.”





“......”





"huh?"





He grabbed the reluctant Hae-seong's arm and asked once more to get his assurance. Hmm... His expression softened as if he had no other choice. However, he grabbed his cell phone and said that there was no room for compromise.





“Instead, I will get a diagnosis even through a photo.”
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    “Instead, I will get a diagnosis even through a photo.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong called Director Kang. Even Director Kang rarely called him to the third floor when he was with Choi Hong-seo, but this time he didn’t even ask Choi Hong-seo’s opinion. He was that resolute.



    



    Lee Hae-seong took off Choi Hong-seo's jumper and looked at the wound more closely.



    



    “Take off your shirt and let’s see if there are any other places.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo took off the hoodie and T-shirt he was wearing instead of refusing because he seemed so seriously worried.



    



    “There are two more down there.”



    



    “Is it cold?” Lee Hae-seong said in an almost desperate voice, carefully placing his hand on her bare skin.



    



    “It doesn’t look like a typical rash... Is it erythema...”



    



    “Vice President, did you call?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong quickly brought Director Kang, who appeared at the entrance to the dressing room, inside.



    



    “Oh, sir. There was a person who used to treat your skin. I don’t remember the name, but… I heard he opened a clinic after graduating from Goryeo Hospital...”



    



    “Yes, this is Director Seungjun Lee.”



    



    “Let me send him some pictures. I’m worried because these symptoms suddenly appeared on my VIP skin.”



    



    VIP was a slang term for 'Yoon Hye-an' in this house. It was a title that Lee Hae-seong had indicated, as he did not want to call the person everyone knew as Yoon Hye-an, nor did he want to hear anyone call him Yoon Hye-an.



    



    Lee Hae-seong tried to show Choi Hong-seo’s back to Director Kang, but Choi Hong-seo hesitated to turn around. He didn’t want to give the impression that Lee Hae-seong was acting strangely because of Yoon Hye-an over a trivial matter. Even though he didn’t show it, it seemed like everyone in the house, including Director Kang, already thought that way.



    



    "mister..."



    



    Choi Hong-seo tried to dissuade Lee Hae-seong by saying that it was not itchy or painful and that there were only two or three, but the word “sir” came out of his mouth without him realizing it. There was no change in Director Kang’s expression when he glanced at him, but for a moment, his gaze turned in this direction.



    



    “I’m really fine. I guess I was just a little dry. I’ll go to the hospital on Monday.”



    



    “You can’t just go to any ordinary hospital for skin diseases. Ju-seong… My younger sibling suffered from atopic dermatitis for a long time. There’s a good specialist who took care of my younger sibling, so let’s just send him a few photos.”



    



    Hae-seong Lee, who prioritized Hong-seo Choi’s feelings in everything, showed no signs of backing down on this issue. With the help of Director Kang, Hae-seong Lee took several pictures of the affected area and showed them to Hong-seo Choi.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had put his hoodie back on, looked at the phone he had handed him. There was a red spot in the shape of a donut or a ring in the photo. The wound looked like a burn at first glance. He was a little surprised by the surprisingly vivid color and shape, but he wasn’t too worried because he didn’t feel itchy or sore right away. However, Lee Hae-seong’s thoughts seemed different from his.



    



    “Tell him I said it was urgent.”



    



    “Okay, I understand. I’ll let you know as soon as I hear from you.”



    



    “No, just tell them to contact me directly.”



    



    "All right."



    



    After Director Kang left the dressing room, Lee Hae-seong straightened Choi Hong-seo's hair, which was messy because he had to put his T-shirt back on. Choi Hong-seo handed him his cell phone and picked up his jumper again.



    



    “Want to go for a walk?”



    



    “I said I’d go. I’m not sick, you know. Just go out and get some fresh air.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong followed Choi Hong-seo with a reluctant expression.



    



    The two walked slowly along the path leading to the lake in the center of the garden. Among the three gardens of Hae-seong Lee's Bundang mansion, the main garden was designed after the famous garden called 'Taman Ujung', or 'Water Palace' in Bali, Indonesia.



    



    There were dozens of stone statues of Hindu gods that were actually made and transported from Bali, and in the center of the lake was a reproduction of the 'Gates of Heaven' sculpture from 'Lampuyang Temple', another famous tourist attraction in Bali. This too was a work of art made directly by Balinese craftsmen.



    



    In reality, there is no water in front of Bali's 'Gate of Heaven', but it is popular among tourists to take pictures of the reflection of a mirror and make it look like it is floating on the water, Lee Hae-seong explained.



    



    However, the 'Gates of Heaven' of this mansion were actually built on a lake and were practically floating on the water.



    



    Lee Hae-seong said that he was deeply impressed by the 'Water Palace' and 'Gate of Heaven' he visited in Bali for photo shoots. He decided to decorate this garden based on aesthetic taste, leaving aside his religious beliefs.



    



    Choi Hong-seo also fell in love with this garden the moment he first saw it. Although it lacked the greenness of winter, he liked the atmosphere created by the exotic stone statues and water. This is because the mysterious atmosphere, which seemed to exist somewhere between reality and heaven, strangely brought him a sense of peace.



    



    Ironically, the mansion's construction company at the time named the garden 'Bardo'.



    



    There are various views on the interpretation of Bardo, which comes from a Tibetan Buddhist term, but Hae-sung focused on the meaning of 'middle ground'. Between birth and death, between sleep and wakefulness, between ignorance and enlightenment. It is said that he named it 'Bardo' because he wanted to stay in this garden in a free state free from all oppression, without being pushed to any extreme, without being forced to any state.



    



    And as Choi Hong-seo later found out, the 'bardo' in Tibetan Buddhism, the middle world, had another meaning: between death and reincarnation.



    



    So it was no wonder that Choi Hong-seo felt comfortable in that garden. It was a garden that suited his current situation perfectly.



    



    As Hae-seong said, the temperature was not that low, but the wind was quite strong. Still, as I took a deep breath of fresh air, my heavy head and heart felt a little lighter. Whoosh, the steam that escaped from Choi Hong-seo’s lips as he exhaled deeply was swept away by the sharp wind in an instant.



    



    Lee Hae-seong hugged Choi Hong-seo's left shoulder tightly and rubbed his arm up and down as if trying to shake off the cold.



    



    “It’s gotten a lot colder. They say there won’t be much snow this year.”



    



    “The first snow will also fall later than usual.”



    



    “What should we do on the first snow day?”



    



    “......”



    



    The trail led to a straight stone path that divided the lake into two sides. The left side was wide open for boating, and the right side of the lake had the 'Gate of Heaven' and stone statues. As he entered the stone path, Choi Hong-seo's pace slowed.



    



    “Is there something you want to do? Tell me what it is.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong seemed delighted at the thought that Choi Hong-seo wanted something.



    



    “Is anything okay?”



    



    “Of course. Whoever wants it, I have to give them whatever they want.”



    



    In the middle of the stone path, Choi Hong-seo stopped walking. He looked up at his lover. The wind was strong, the air was cold, and the sunlight was strong. It was difficult to look at Lee Hae-seong straight because of the sun shining behind his head.



    



    After licking his lips for a while, Choi Hong-seo mustered up his courage.



    



    “The old accommodation in Hannam-dong... you said it’s still there, right?”



    



    “Do you want to go there? It’s Hongseo’s house, and it’s my house. What’s so hard about that? Since we’re on the subject, should we go there today?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong bent down, grabbing Choi Hong-seo’s gloved hands. For the first time in a long while, his face looked bright and free of shadows.



    



    The thought of not wanting to take the smile off that face made Choi Hong-seo worry again. But that was a smile that they had each obtained by deceiving each other. It would not have been strange if the smile built on anxiety had collapsed at any time. It was an enlightenment gained through death in a previous life.



    



    “No, that’s… not a place I really want to go.”



    



    “Then where is it? It’s okay, so tell me. I’ll definitely go with you even if it means taking a long vacation.”



    



    When Choi Hong-seo's expression became serious, Lee Hae-seong looked at his face with concern.



    



    “When I ran into the old man at Bongandang. That was the first time I collapsed.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo's voice trembled unsteadily, and Lee Hae-seong's expression hardened.



    



    “I started to feel dizzy and nauseous, and then at one point I couldn’t stand it anymore. Then I lost consciousness.”



    



    “......”



    



    “The next time I had similar symptoms was in the living room on the second floor of Director Kang’s house.”



    



    Understanding was still silent, but ah... her lips parted as if in admiration, and a ragged breath escaped between them.



    



    Director Kang Woo-hyun's second-floor reception room was where Lee Hae-seong and Choi Hong-seo first met and where the two promised to become lovers.



    



    “Next...”



    



    “Was it the villa in Seocho-dong?”



    



    Hae-seong's voice was low and calm as usual, but it had a cold metallic quality to it that made you wonder if he was angry.



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded thoughtfully.



    



    Hae-seong Lee, who unconsciously continued to hold Hong-seo Choi's gloved hand, applied strong force to his own hand. It was a force that stopped the blood from flowing to his fingers, but Hong-seo Choi did not ask to let go of his hand or say that it hurt.



    



    “I thought things could get worse if I didn’t say anything. That’s why I said it.”



    



    “Yeah, good job. It’s better to know everything together.”



    



    Hae-seong tried to control his expression. He swallowed dry saliva, moistened his lower lip with his tongue, stroked the back of Choi Hong-seo’s head, and patted his shoulder. Then, for a moment, he cupped Choi Hong-seo’s cheeks with stiff eyes and made eye contact.



    



    The feel of his leather gloves against my cheek was cold.



    



    “You said you’d do everything I want to do, and go all the places I want to go, right?”



    



    “......”



    



    “I want to see you again, Manshin.”



    



    Understanding, his eyes and breathing became cold as they locked eyes. Even the breath rising from the corners of his lips was like blue ice. After a long while, he, who had been frozen like a piece of ice, shook his head firmly.



    



    "no."



    



    "mister."



    



    “That is absolutely not possible.”



    



    The voice that came from her twisted lips was colder than her eyes, her breath, her leather gloves.
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    "mister."



    



    Choi Hong-seo grabbed his arm that was covering his cheek. He looked at him earnestly, asking him to listen to his story. Lee Hae-seong looked at Choi Hong-seo’s eyes with affection more than anything, but pretended not to notice his earnestness.



    



    “My baby, that’s why I did that… I left you sweating in that living room and I… I made a sarcastic remark, asking if you were going to collapse in front of me again.”



    



    His eyes, stained with deep regret, looked at Choi Hong-seo and softened. It seemed as if his heart was softening as well.



    



    “You never would have imagined something like this would happen. That’s why it’s like this.”



    



    He smiled bitterly at Choi Hong-seo's consolation.



    



    “Yeah. I’m not a romantic enough person to have such imagination.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong's gaze, which had been looking down at the feet of the two people standing face to face, turned back to Choi Hong-seo. Haa, his breath puffed out again after a sigh. He sighed unusually often today. Lee Hae-seong, who had let his hands drop, took off his gloves and put them in his jumper pockets. Then, he cupped Choi Hong-seo's cheek with his bare hand and gently ran his thumb under his eyes. Unlike the leather gloves, his skin was warm. It was the warmth of a living person.



    



    He often covered both of his cheeks with both of his hands, and each time, Choi Hong-seo felt as if he was carefully covering not just his cheeks but his heart.



    



    “Yoon Hye-an, who always appears in places where there are memories with you... I thought she was trying to use that as an excuse to pique my curiosity. At that time.”



    



    “I know. I really don’t blame you one bit for what happened back then… Don’t be sorry, sir. I…”



    



    “Hongseo.”



    



    He interrupted Choi Hong-seo. It was a very rare occurrence.



    



    “I’m sorry, I’m really sorry. And, can we just pretend that the shaman story never happened? Those places where Hongseo got sick, we just need to avoid those places from now on. Hmm?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong knew that Choi Hong-seo was going to bring up the shaman story again. Choi Hong-seo shut his eyes tightly and opened them. The 'Gate of Heaven' was visible over his shoulder. The real 'Gate of Heaven' was said to be a popular tourist attraction that most tourists visiting Bali must visit. People who headed to the Rampooyang Temple from early in the morning received a number and waited in line to take a so-called certification photo. Lee Hae-seong said that some people were dissatisfied, saying that apart from the certification photo taken at the 'Gate of Heaven', there was not much else to see in the temple.



    



    There were many places I wanted to go with my lover whom I had difficulty meeting again. I wanted to travel all over the world with him. I wanted to walk with my own two feet, see with my own eyes, and experience various tastes. I would leave my feelings, however insufficient, in lyrics, and he would leave them in photographs. I often imagined such things. Just because it was Choi Hong-seo, it wasn’t the case that the place I really wanted to go with him was a shaman’s house.



    



    Even this spacious mansion in Bundang was cramped and like a prison compared to the rest of the world. I didn't want to spend time locked up here, trembling with anxiety, embracing each other, and relieving that anxiety with sex.



    



    Time and understanding were too precious to be wasted like that.



    



    Choi Hong-seo took off his gloves and grabbed Lee Hae-seong's two hands. He tried to somehow hold his hands, which were at least a foot longer and thicker than his own, in his hands and convey his warmth.



    



    “Faith and devotion to invisible ideas.”



    



    “......”



    



    “You said that in the interview... doesn’t that mean you believe what Manshin said a little bit?”



    



    “That’s different, Hongseo.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had been letting go of his strength and obediently placing his hands on Choi Hong-seo's, suddenly exerted his strength and grabbed Choi Hong-seo's hands.



    



    “It’s not that I believed what he said, I just thought about what it meant. There was a time when I suspected that you might be Hongseo, but I wondered if I was crazy. I just needed a basis for believing that you were Hongseo. It has no other meaning.”



    



    “Ghosts get bodies, and corpses get souls... That’s what he said.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Wasn’t the corpse the soulless Yun Hye-an, and the ghost the soulless me? Does that person really know something...”



    



    “Hongseo.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong interrupted Choi Hong-seo once again. Now he was holding Choi Hong-seo's upper arms tightly.



    



    “Those people are good at deceiving people with vague words. If you really knew that you were Choi Hong-seo and not Yoon Hye-an, wouldn’t you have just told them the truth? They just throw out vague words and wait for the other person to fall for them. That’s just their method.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong's eyes sparkled as he tried to persuade Choi Hong-seo by shaking his body.



    



    I knew he didn't believe in anything supernatural. I didn't think he would easily agree to go to a shaman. But he was more determined than I expected. Maybe that meant he was more afraid than I expected.



    



    Regretting his urging actions, Lee Hae-seong quickly removed his hand that was tightly holding Choi Hong-seo's shoulder. He then swept away his lower body as if crushing it and grabbed Choi Hong-seo's bare hand.



    



    “I know you want to grab onto even a shred of hope. I’m the same way. If there’s a surefire way, I’m willing to give up the name ARA. I want that way too.”



    



    “......”



    



    “But I won’t try to solve this problem by religious means, whether it’s shamanism or anything else. How could I believe in such a method, Hongseo?”



    



    “Sir, I woke up in Yoon Hye-an’s body. That’s unbelievable.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo spoke as if he was pleading, as if it was almost his last moment.



    



    He was the kind of person who would listen to anything he said. He knew that. He knew that his current refusal was not simply due to his own beliefs of not believing in shamanism.



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had been silently staring at Choi Hong-seo for a moment, moved Choi Hong-seo’s hand that he had been holding onto to his left chest. He could feel his heartbeat throbbing under his palm that was pressed tightly against his chest.



    



    “I confirmed it with my heart.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Even if I can’t see your old face, I believe that this person in front of me is you. I look at you now with the same sincerity I used to treat you with. Whatever the shaman meant by that… that’s my faith, that’s my love.”



    



    He couldn’t say anything more. Choi Hong-seo lowered his head. One side of the glove he had carelessly stuffed into his jumper pocket fell off. Before he could even bend down, the glove was blown away by the strong wind. While he was futilely following the glove rolling along the stone road, Lee Hae-seong strode over with long legs and picked it up.



    



    As we headed into the late afternoon, the temperature seemed to have dropped even further than when I had left the room.



    



    Lee Hae-seong returned to Choi Hong-seo, who was standing with his head down, and warmed Choi Hong-seo's hands, which had turned red from the cold wind, with his breath. Then he put on the gloves he had picked up.



    



    “Did you read all the interviews in the Spanish magazines?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded.



    



    “Yes, that ‘story’ we were talking about there. It’s the Hongseo story.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Because after losing you, I started to think again about life itself.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had put on the left glove he had picked up, took the right glove out of Choi Hong-seo's jumper pocket and put it on as well.



    



    “Meeting you and developing feelings for you like other people, having you taken away from me by those dog-like guys, and then… miraculously getting you back.”



    



    “......”



    



    “You are my story, you are my circumstances.”



    



    Hae-seong Lee’s voice, which had been shaking for a moment with anger toward the ‘dog-like guys’, immediately regained his composure and became calm. Hae-seong Lee, who had put on both gloves, faced Hong-seo Choi with a faint smile, as if he was finally relieved and pleased to see him.



    



    “It’s good to have a man with a story, but isn’t this enough?”



    



    I forced the corners of my lips upward, but it was a dreary smile, like this garden that had lost its greenery. It was a miserable smile, as if admitting that I had become empty.



    



    Choi Hong-seo approached him, clearing the distance of a step or so. He wrapped his arms around his sides and hugged his torso. With his eyes peeking out over his shoulders, he looked beyond that at the 'Gate of Heaven.' He was thankful that Yoon Hye-an wasn't that tall. He had always liked looking at the world from this position.



    



    “That’s right. What you said is right. You just have to avoid places like Bongandang, Hannam-dong mansions, or Seocho-dong villas.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I was wrong.”



    



    Haa, he sighed, pulling up his shoulders and then letting them fall. Then he hugged Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “You did nothing wrong. You didn’t do anything wrong. You just... just watch over one thing. You won’t make me anxious, right?”



    



    “No, I won’t do that.”



    



    He repeated the same promise he had made in Malibu.



    



    The arms holding Choi Hong-seo were strong as if they were squeezing his body.



    



    “You won’t go to that shaman without my knowledge or anything like that. Do you promise?”



    



    I nodded several times.



    



    “I promise.”



    



    If there was even a little bit of my own desire in my return, it wouldn't be for revenge, and it certainly wouldn't be because I was curious about how the 'X-gun scandal' would end after I died. It would only be because this person, this person, caught my eye. So all I had to do was reassure this person.



    



    The goose jumper that felt cold at first touch soon became warm as he hugged it. Choi Hong-seo gripped the surface tightly with both hands.



    



    It was around the time when the two of them turned their backs on the 'Water Palace' that they received a call from the dermatologist who had treated Lee Hae-seong's younger brother's atopic dermatitis.
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  Hae-seong connected the call while walking slowly. It seemed like there was a polite greeting, and then the medical treatment details continued.





“Yes, I have a cat.”





Choi Hong-seo's eyes widened at the word cat. His voice was filled with confusion as he also found the direction of the diagnosis unexpected.





“No, I didn’t find any such symptoms… Let’s take another look.”





Lee Hae-seong continued the call while stopping and making eye contact with Choi Hong-seo. Then, he took the phone away from his ear for a moment and asked with a worried look in his eyes.





“Are you sure you don’t have any itchiness?”





Choi Hong-seo nodded, unconsciously reaching out and touching the back of his neck.





“They said it doesn’t itch.”





While listening to the doctor's opinion for a while, Lee Hae-seong alternately touched Choi Hong-seo's earlobes, which were red and cold.





“Can a person get caught without a cat getting caught?”





Judging from the expression on Haeseong's face as he listened to the doctor's answer, it seemed like he hadn't heard a very satisfying opinion.





“Okay, I’ll do that. It must have been hard work on the holiday. I’ll make an appointment with Director Kang and come see you in person. Okay.”





After finishing the call, Hae-seong Lee wrapped his arm around Hong-seo Choi's shoulder.





“I guess I’ve been outside too long. It looks cold. Let’s go inside.”





Although the side of his face that was exposed to the wind might have been slightly frozen, he didn’t feel the cold because Lee Hae-seong was wrapped up so tightly in a jumper, scarf, and gloves. Still, Choi Hong-seo hurried his steps as he led him.





Even though he didn't think it was cold, the warm air inside the room melted his frozen skin and his chest, which had been tense, became relaxed. Lee Hae-seong, who took off his jumper first and handed it to Director Kang, also helped Choi Hong-seo take off his jumper.





“Based on the photo, it looks like it’s a skin disease that’s contagious to cats.”





“Is it a cat skin disease? I didn’t see any symptoms when I brushed it today...”





Even simple tasks that he could easily do on his own, he would dress and undress Choi Hong-seo, and even feed him. As if Choi Hong-seo were a real baby. If that was his pleasure, he didn’t want to refuse with a serious face. Of course, he was embarrassed when Director Kang or other people were around, and even when they were alone. But it wasn’t embarrassing enough to rob him of his pleasure.





“They say that cats can be carriers even if they don’t show any symptoms. People with weakened immune systems… can become infected.”





If Choi Hong-seo had a weak immune system and got a skin disease from Tiffany, it was his fault. Hae-seong Lee made a guilty expression. He handed Choi Hong-seo’s jumper to Director Kang and looked closely at Choi Hong-seo’s affected area again.





“Based on the symptoms, it seems clear that it’s a cat skin disease called ringworm. But if the symptoms are this obvious, it must be itchy… Since that seems odd, I think it would be best to go to the hospital and get it examined.”





First, the two caught Tiffany in the kitchen downstairs.





Lee Hae-seong said that he would take care of it on his own since it might be a skin disease that was passed on to Tiffany, but Choi Hong-seo followed him, saying that if it was true, it was already contagious and it didn't matter.





The two of them sat down on the empty kitchen floor and examined every part of the animal carefully. However, they could not find any symptoms that suggested skin disease. The fur was fine and shiny, and it looked healthier than ever.





The boy was very upset that he was being bothered even though he wasn't even brushing his teeth. Sitting in the hallway between the kitchen's built-in cabinets and the island counter, Choi Hong-seo comforted him with his favorite homemade churro.





I sat next to Hae-seong with my back against the counter and slowly stroked Tiffany's back. While I was absentmindedly eating the churu, I was able to stroke her to my heart's content.





“It may not have been revealed, but it could still be in a contagious state. There should be an animal hospital that’s open on weekends. If you’re really worried, should we go there together now?”





“Is that okay?”





Choi Hong-seo looked down at Tiffany, who was licking the end of the churu diligently, and Lee Hae-seong, who was leaning the back of his head against the counter, stared blankly at Choi Hong-seo. Then he reached out and stroked the back of Choi Hong-seo’s head. It was more careful than Choi Hong-seo’s hand stroking Tiffany’s back.





“What’s wrong with that? I heard there’s an ointment you can buy at the pharmacy. While you’re out, why don’t you buy some for Hongseo?”





Choi Hong-seo nodded in response.





As the contents were almost gone, Tiffany placed her two front paws on Choi Hongseo's hand holding the churu and tried to not miss even the last drop. For that guy, she squeezed the churu out once more from the back.





Lee Hae-seong, who was watching the scene, gently pulled Choi Hong-seo's head with the hand he had on the back of his head. He touched the edge of their foreheads and asked in a clearly 'lover's voice'.





“Are you upset that I couldn’t let you go?”





“No. I’m not upset...”





“Then, are you upset?”





This time, he touched Choi Hong-seo's lower lip with his index finger and laughed softly. It was a ticklish, whisper-like laugh.





“That’s not it. I’m not upset or anything.”





He must have noticed that I was upset at being called a jerk, because this time he pressed his lips against his temple and laughed a little harder.





“So, the grass is dead?”





“......”





“Hongseo, I will definitely find the right way. Can you trust me and wait for me?”





Choi Hong-seo nodded, feeling the rough surface and warm lips. Then he put the hand that had been caressing Tiffany’s back around his lower back.





Tiffany, who had checked several times that there was no more Churu left, looked up at the two people sitting side by side with their arms around each other. Then, just like before the walk, she rubbed her body against Choi Hongseo's side and thigh and grumbled.





If it were a normal day, he would have left right after finishing his churu, but today, the service was generous. Listening to Lee Hae-seong, it definitely seemed like the guy's crying and gestures were trying to comfort and reassure me. Did he notice my anxiety?





Even though she seemed to be acting all arrogant, she knew that Tiffany was opening up to her in her own way and at her own pace. Even on the night she first received a call from Lee Hae-seong, the 'carrot seller', Tiffany had comforted herself.





I gently stroked the back of the guy who was rubbing his body against my thigh. I felt my mind relax from the vibrations I felt from the guy’s small body groaning.





“I’m sorry for making you feel bad because you followed Director Kang so well.”





Choi Hong-seo apologized in a soft voice, but Lee Hae-seong patted the boy's small head rather harshly and spoke in a stern voice.





“If it turns out that our baby’s rash is because of you, you’re going to get in a lot of trouble, Inma. Huh?”





Even as she spoke, her touch and expression on his face were filled with love.





Suddenly, I burst out laughing at the sight of the three of them gathered in this small space when there was a spacious and wide mansion. It was a warm moment of happiness, where the lights were on and the light was shining even in the midst of dangerous anxiety.





They went together to the animal hospital that they had made a reservation for by phone, but it was only Lee Hae-seong who took Tiffany to the hospital. Unlike his attendants or employees, the people they would meet at the animal hospital would surely be curious about ARA Lee Hae-seong and Yoon Hye-an who showed up with their cats. That alone wouldn’t cause any big problems, but there was no need to make it a bother.





While waiting for Lee Hae-seong and Tiffany to return, Choi Hong-seo stayed in the car with his attendant. Lee Hae-seong never wanted to leave Choi Hong-seo alone outside, so it seemed like it would be a good idea to get used to this life quickly. Maybe soon, Lee Hae-seong would even order someone to be with him before he returned home.





Left alone, a dark anxiety came over him. To distract himself, Choi Hong-seo took out his cell phone. It was a holiday and he had been with Lee Hae-seong all day, so he had barely paid attention to his cell phone, but three or four hours ago, he had received several messages from Manager Yong-jae.








Yongjae Manager  : How are you, hyung?  (3:01 PM)





Yongjae Manager  : I haven't seen you once since you started getting external security ㅠㅠ  (3:01 PM)





Yongjae Manager  : I guess it's because he's having a hard time these days, but Dongha keeps contacting me and asking how I'm doing  (3:02 PM)





Yongjae Manager  : When will Dongha and the three of you come together again?  (3:02 PM)





Yongjae Manager  : If you want, I can gather other members of 'Titan' as well  (3:02 PM)





Yongjae Manager  : Oh, of course, if it makes you uncomfortable, I won't do it!  (3:03 PM)





Yongjae Manager  : And I really didn't want to tell you this  (3:28 p.m.)





Yongjae Manager  : Dongha is moving out of that house  (3:29 PM)





Yongjae Manager  : I guess things haven't been going well since the lead role in that drama was canceled before  (3:30 PM)





Yongjae Manager  : Anyway, even though Dongha didn't say anything, I think he relied on you after you woke up. Please contact Dongha when you have time.  (3:31 PM)









Choi Hong-seo, who had been scanning the messages, looked up and out the car window. The brightly lit interior of the animal hospital was clearly visible through the glass. Hae-seong Lee, holding Tiffany in his arms, was just coming out of the examination room. Three or four health workers and doctors surrounded Hae-seong Lee and followed him around.





At first glance, it seemed like Tiffany was being treated very well by everyone. Of course, it was because she was 'Tiffany brought by Lee Hae-seong', but the guy's smug expression as he hugged her, as if he was used to this kind of treatment, made me laugh.





While the storage was in progress, Lee Hae-seong secretly waved Tiffany's front paw in this direction. The tinting was dark so it wouldn't be visible to other people, but it was a clear sign to Choi Hong-seo who was still inside the car.





Choi Hong-seo, who was leaning his elbow on the car window and biting the corner of his lips, let out a dry laugh at the sign he was sending. He waved back at Tiffany and Lee Hae-seong, even though he knew they wouldn't see him.





With his laughter fading away, Choi Hong-seo recalled Park Dong-ha’s resentful gaze at him in front of the parking lot of Director Kang Woo-hyun’s house. It seemed that the reason he contacted Yong-jae to ask about ‘Yoon Hye-an’s’ well-being was not because he relied on Yoon Hye-an, as Yong-jae had expected.





Another one.





It seemed certain that Yoon Hye-an had done something wrong to Park Dong-ha.





The anxiety was still there, and Hae-seong said flatly that he couldn't seek answers from a shaman. For now, all he could do was to start with what he could.





First, it was necessary to know whether what Yoon Hye-an did to Park Dong-ha was a 'mistake' that could be forgiven and undone, or a 'sin' for which she had to pay a price.





Beyond the glass walls decorated with cute animal characters, Hae-sung Lee was taking commemorative photos with the hospital staff, holding Tiffany. In the bright lights, surrounded by people excited to meet ARA Hae-sung Lee, his appearance as he took photos while holding a cat was so adorable.





Choi Hong-seo took out his cell phone and captured the scene on camera.





I just hoped that days like this would continue.





■
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Manager Koo Yong-jae was a relatively easy person to understand. He was basically affectionate and unsuspicious. Although Yoon Hye-an had been neglected and bullied a lot during her lifetime, he did not hold a grudge against her mistakes back then. It was enough for Yong-jae that Yoon Hye-an, who had awakened, no longer did that. However, at the same time, he was also a person who did not care about the fact that Yoon Hye-an had lost her past. He was a person who simply looked at the present, regardless of whether it was good or evil.





But to Choi Hong-seo, ENA's clinical team leader was an elusive type.





Although he seemed like a person who was motivated by money and profit, at other times he seemed like a person who would take risks just for simple interest or recognition.





His actions before founding ENA were also suspicious. Judging from his gait and behavior, some suspected that he was from an organized crime group, but they could not be sure. Perhaps he had been an athlete since he was young. In any case, he had the aura of a man who had been in a group life with a clear hierarchy. This was especially evident in his relationship with Yongjae. It was clear that the two had a connection before founding ENA.





Choi Hong-seo, who was looking at the abundant fruit basket on the front passenger seat, raised his head. He could see the ENA Entertainment signboard through the windshield. It was a small agency similar in size to Myung Do-hoon’s former UB Entertainment.





One, two... three...





As Choi Hong-seo was counting numbers with his fingers folded for the first time in a long while, a vibration rang in his coat pocket.








Carrot seller  : I think I'll be leaving work early today  (04:04 PM)





Carrot seller  : I'm stopping by Hannam-dong to pick up some things, is there anything Hongseo needs?  (04:06 PM)









Recently, he has been getting off work earlier and earlier. Choi Hong-seo's day was already busy with just acting lessons and a couple of workouts, but these days, Lee Hae-seong usually comes out to pick him up when he finishes his last schedule of the day.





It's unlikely that ARA's vice president would be more relaxed than usual at the end of the year.





He spoke and acted normally in front of Choi Hong-seo, saying that there was nothing strange at all, but the anxiety and tension hidden beneath the surface were so thick that they could be seen through the packaging.





Choi Hong-seo opened the back seat door by pressing the button without counting the numbers. The bodyguard in the driver's seat quickly grabbed the fruit basket. Before getting out of the car, Choi Hong-seo spoke to the front seat.





“Can I go alone?”





“I’m sorry, but that’s difficult. I’ll wait in front of the office so you two can talk.”





Choi Hong-seo nodded, saying he knew it, quickly sent a reply, and then got out of the car.








Me  : Three posters for our movie. That'll do.  (04:09 PM)









■





Choi Hong-seo was guided to CEO Im Sang-jin’s office. He could sense the few employees glancing at ‘Yoon Hye-an’ and whispering. Perhaps they were also acquainted with the previous Yoon Hye-an. He couldn’t know what they would think of the current Yoon Hye-an, who awkwardly nodded and passed by as if she were a stranger. Perhaps the previous Yoon Hye-an would have completely ignored these people and passed by.





The ENA CEO's room was a cramped office with a four-person sofa set pushed up against a desk. CEO Lim, who was smoking a cigarette, got up and sat up when 'Yoon Hye-an' came in.





“Haha, I’ve gotten to receive all kinds of things like this from Yoon Hye-an. I like things like beef better, but does it look good?”





While accepting a fruit basket from a bodyguard who was approaching a few steps ahead of Choi Hong-seo, Representative Lim asked Choi Hong-seo in a low voice.





“But, do the three of you have to talk about it together?”





“No, I’ll wait in the hallway.”





As the bodyguard closed the glass door and left, Mr. Lim muttered as he followed his head poking out of the opaque glass.





“I guess Lee Hae-seong doesn’t trust you very much?”





“......”





“Aren’t you going so far as to attach something like that to monitor me? Don’t you stick with other guys too?”





“That’s not it.”





Representative Lim, who was curiously looking at the bodyguard beyond the glass wall, turned his gaze to 'Yoon Hye-an'. Judging from her mysterious expression, he thought he knew. In the past, Yoon Hye-an had been in relationships with other men even though she had a sponsor. It wasn't something new. That unpleasant idol member he had met at the birthday party seemed to be someone he had hung out with in that way.





“So, what did you want to know?”





Representative Lim, who was looking at a colorful fruit basket that was quite heavy, smiled brightly as he looked at Yoon Hye-an over the basket.





“Now that you’re in ARA’s inner chambers, didn’t you never set foot in such a shabby place before you were dethroned?”





“I guess that’s what I used to be like.”





“What, you’re still maintaining the setting that you don’t remember?”





As if it was different from what he had expected, Representative Lim frowned as he ran his hand through his short, graying hair.





“I came to see you because I thought you might know something that Dong-ha might resent me for.”





“Isn’t that something you can find just by searching the Internet?”





Representative Lim picked up a pack of cigarettes on the table, leaned back against his chair, and lit a cigarette with the filter in his mouth, muttering to himself as if he were performing a ventriloquism.





“You came to me to ask me that directly? Was it true that you didn’t remember?”





“The information floating around on the internet. I don’t think it’s all about me abandoning ‘Titan’ at a crucial time.”





“......”





Hoo. As he exhaled the first sip of smoke, Mr. Lim looked this way. The color of his gaze had changed. The impression of a middle-aged man who was somewhat rough but friendly and kind-hearted was gone, and the eyes and expression of a merchant who did not want to be exploited or suffer losses were in his place.





“You already know this, but seeing as you came to me with this basket... it really is true that you don’t remember.”





“I have never lied since I woke up.”





“We all know that Yoon Hye-an is a person who would do that and still be like that. So what can we do if it’s unfair?”





Representative Lim continued speaking, carelessly tapping the ashes that had not yet burned out completely on an ashtray.





“Even if you don’t remember, everyone else remembers. Just because you say you don’t remember, it’s not like everyone else can reset their memories of you, right?”





“That’s why I came to ask you this. What was I like in the past? What happened between you and Dong-ha?”





Representative Lim's face, holding a cigarette to his lips with fingers as thick as sausages and hands as thick as a pot lid, still did not seem to trust Yoon Hye-an 100%.





“But I feel like I don’t have enough mouth to talk about it with just a fruit basket.”





“What are you talking about?”





“If you could have asked Dong-ha directly, you wouldn’t have come to me. Isn’t that right?”





“That was sent by the vice president.”





"okay?"





At that moment, Representative Lim's eyes lit up.





He broke off the cigarette he hadn't even smoked a few times, took off the plastic wrap around the basket, wiped a perfectly ripe apple on his trouser leg, and took a bite. While chewing the apple, he searched through the fruit until he found a slender envelope. After checking the contents, CEO Lim couldn't help but laugh, shaking his shoulders.





“Ah… That’s true. You’re different from those empty-headed people who got their own seats thanks to their well-off parents. You know what you’re talking about.”





“So, why did Dong-ha start to resent me?”





Wow.





Taking another bite of the apple, Representative Lim began to speak.





“Once you started meeting sponsors, good things started coming in. They were things that came to you personally.”





“......”





“Once Yoon Hye-an became known and gained popularity, ‘Titan’s’ popularity also started to rise. Until then, Dong-ha and the other members were all grateful to you.”





“Thank you?”





“Who would want to give a back to a sponsor? Hyean-hyung sacrificed himself to save the team. They were grateful, as if he were some kind of noble sacrifice. That’s why everyone tolerated you even when you were acting unlucky.”





Wagjak. Taking another bite of the apple, Representative Lim added in a nonchalant tone.





“Actually, you didn’t do anything for the team or anything, you just voluntarily went out of your way to find a sponsor so that you could do well.”





“How do you know? Was it voluntary or something?”





“I told you not to.”





“......”





“Trying to get something by using the rich and powerful. It’s not easy. Even if it looks like ‘give and take’ at the moment, they are a race that doesn’t understand that they have to deal with people like us. Do they need something from us? Then they just take it and ‘take’ it. They don’t think there’s a need to ‘give’ anything.”





Representative Lim, who had been enjoying the apple until then, suddenly put down the half-eaten apple on the table as if he had lost his appetite. Then he looked for a new cigarette and lit it.





Choi Hong-seo knew better than anyone what that meant. Although there may have been differences in degree, none of the upper-class people Choi Hong-seo met thought of people as equal. Except for one man, a special and unique man.





“When you were doing well as a lead actor in a drama, the condition set by your sponsor at the time was that you leave the team.”





“Yunhye... I didn’t leave on my own, did I?”





“I told you that if you left the team, I would push you to become an actor. But you abandoned the team without looking back.”





Choi Hong-seo's expression, which had been maintaining his composure, wavered.





Even if Yoon Hye-an, who had gained popularity, had left the team on her own initiative, it would not have been a very good situation. However, if the conclusion of the request to make a choice was to abandon the team, the betrayal of those who were left behind would have been even greater.





“Dong-ha got down on his knees to catch you.”





At Representative Lim's hoarse voice, Choi Hong-seo, who was looking down at the leftover apples on the table, slowly turned his gaze toward him.





“Even if it wasn’t for you, for that Dong-ha guy, ‘Titan’ was like his only hope.”





“......”





“There’s a lot going on in the house, so he’s practically the head of the household. And around that time, my father hurt his back while working at a moving company. Damn… Things like that just keep happening in houses that aren’t full of people.”





Mr. Lim muttered in a complaining tone and tossed the ashes from his cigarette into an ashtray.





“I need major surgery right away, and I can’t even get a loan… That guy, he literally clung to your trouser leg. Begging you to save him. Begging you to save him, and begging you to save his father.”





Choi Hong-seo's eyebrows furrowed. It was a story he had vaguely heard when he went to Park Dong-ha's luxury officetel with Yong-jae.





“So… how did Dong-ha’s father get the surgery?”





“I didn’t have enough money to pay the debt at that time. I’m not a businessman who makes a lot of money. ‘Titan’ wasn’t even able to recover its investment. In the end, there was no other solution than private loans.”
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  Choi Hong-seo's gaze slid back over the table once more. His breathing became ragged as he lost his composure.





“After the team disbanded, I worked in any job I could, even minor roles. I didn’t have time to despair.”





Representative Lim also came forward and tried to persuade Yoon Hye-an to stay on the team. However, Yoon Hye-an was the type of person who did not feel the need to choose the 'path that would benefit us all' over the 'path that would benefit me'.





It was a blessing in disguise for Park Dong-ha, because according to the contract, Yoon Hye-an had to take care of the remaining investment in Titan. At least she could get paid as she worked. Yoon Hye-an's sponsor paid the remaining investment to Titan all at once, and Yoon Hye-an brought in a pretty good profit for ENA for a while. It was not a bad story for CEO Lim either. After all, Im Sang-jin was also trying to run a business that would make a profit, not a charity.





Even though I swallowed my saliva, my mouth and throat were parched. As if he had read my thirst, Representative Lim took out a bottle of water from the mini fridge in the corner. Choi Hong-seo took the water he had casually handed him and barely managed to drink one or two sips, not much.





Representative Lim went to the seat across from him and sat down, lighting a new cigarette.





“Of course, Dong-ha and the others don’t think well of you either. They tried to please you in the beginning because your sponsor made their name known, but in the end, you threw them away.”





Choi Hong-seo also came from an idol group. He knew very well how fatal a problem member withdrawal or replacement can be to both popular and unpopular groups.





Representative Lim squinted his eyes and puffed out smoke.





“No, rather, it’s Park Dong-ha who needs money the most and who resents you less than the others.”





That was another unexpected content. Choi Hong-seo, who was twisting the water bottle as if squeezing it, looked up and looked at Representative Lim.





“Even when I knelt before you, I begged you to cut off my sponsorship and work hard together to get there. That’s why I clung to you like that.”





His eyes stung from the cigarette smoke that Representative Lim was spewing out. Blinking his eyes several times, Choi Hong-seo asked quietly and fearfully.





“Then what did I say to Dong-ha?”





"pants."





"yes?"





“It’s a new Louis Vuitton pair, but the pants are wrinkled.”





The voice of Representative Lim, who said that while sitting obliquely and blowing out a long stream of smoke, was bitter. There was silence for a moment. All that could be heard was the sound of Lim Sang-jin sucking in and blowing out smoke. Choi Hong-seo thought that the sound sounded like the breathing of a large, crouching, sleeping animal.





Kaak.





Representative Lim picked up the ashtray and prepared to spit. Phew.





“Did I practice hard?”





“......Did you do it?”





A look of askance as he puts down the ashtray.





It seemed like he didn't try hard enough. Choi Hong-seo just wanted to check.





I looked out the window over the sturdy shoulder of CEO Lim. Instead of the flashy scenery that people think of when they think of Gangnam, I saw the shabby signs of stores in old buildings across the alley. Specializing in buying used luxury goods at high prices, job placement, and foreign employment...





In my previous life, it was completely different from the splendid view of Seoul I had seen from the hotel room where Hae-seong had invited me. Even though it was in the same Gangnam, only 20 minutes away.





From far away to near. Choi Hong-seo asked with some difficulty, focusing on Representative Lim.





“I wasn’t that... good.”





What should he say? Choi Hong-seo, who was choosing his words, eventually chose the word 'not really'.





“Well, honestly, I can’t say he was a good person.”





The cigarette butt, which had become shorter before he knew it, looked even smaller between Representative Lim's large fingers.





“Because you were like a machine that ran solely on desire.”





“......”





“As if I only feel alive when I pursue and fulfill that.”





I thought that Im Jin-jin might have been both an onlooker and the person who understood Yoon Hye-an's life the most. An onlooker who understood but did not interfere. However, can he be held responsible for not actively interfering with others' lives?





“But, Representative, Yoon-hye... you took care of various things as my guardian while I was unconscious.”





“I paid the hospital bills every month with all the money I had left.”





“Still. If I had become an unclaimed person, the hospital might have euthanized me before I even woke up.”





"poisonous mushroom."





Mr. Lim said this as he added another cigarette butt to the pile of ashtrays and put it out.





“I thought that when I first saw you. You look flashy and sleek on the outside, so you look good, but you don’t seem sincere, and you obviously have a bad temper… I thought that if I ate this, I might get in trouble. But I thought that I was somewhat responsible for dragging you in and making you the center.”





Silence fell again through the acrid smoke that hung there even though he was no longer smoking.





The day he visited Park Dong-ha's officetel with Yongjae, Choi Hong-seo looked at Park Dong-ha's family photo for a long time. It was a country house in Gyeonggi-do that Park Dong-ha had purchased with a loan of half, and it must have been a cozy nest of dreams for the family.





“You probably don’t remember, hyung. My father was very sick, because of the accident.”





At that time, Park Dong-ha probably wanted to say something like this.





'Don't you remember? Back then, when I was begging for my life, you left the team without batting an eye, so I had to live in hell for a while.'





It seemed like she had heard everything she wanted to hear. There was no twist for Yoon Hye-an. It seemed like her life truly fit the phrase, “true to her desires.” Still, at least, it was true that she had sought out a sponsor of her own volition, so at least... she should be thankful. It was hard for Choi Hong-seo to even smile bitterly.





“Talking about it like this today, it really feels like all my old memories have flown away.”





At the moment when he was about to wake up, Representative Lim opened his mouth first.





“Not to mention her facial expressions and speech... even her eyes that change from moment to moment... there is nothing that can be called Yoon Hye-an.”





“As if he had witnessed a supernatural phenomenon that could not be explained by common sense,” said Representative Lim, his expression filled with curiosity bordering on admiration.





“Even if you lose your memories, can a person change this much?”





Even so, absolutely, no one would have imagined that another person's soul was inside Yun Hye-an's body. Yun Hye-an, who woke up from unconsciousness, lost all her memories and became a different person because of that. That was much more convincing 'common sense'.





“Thank you for your time. Thank you for telling me so many things. Okay.”





Choi Hong-seo put down the water bottle, glanced at the half-eaten apple on the table, and got up from his seat. Just as he was about to open the door and leave, he heard Representative Lim’s voice behind him.





“When I brought you in as the last member, you were the only member who welcomed me without being pushy.”





“......”





“I think the team will do well if a visual person who can take center stage comes.”





When I looked back, Representative Lim was half-turned and looking out the window.





“I may resent you, but I’m not the type of person who can hate someone endlessly. From what I know.”





Choi Hong-seo also hoped that what Representative Lim said was true. However, he could not forget the eyes of Park Dong-ha, full of hostility, that were glaring at 'Yoon Hye-an'.





“I thought my brother’s method was wrong. I thought I could succeed in a slow and time-consuming way, but I didn’t need to resort to such dirty methods. But that wasn’t the case. No matter how hard I tried and waited, I might not even get the chance here.”





Park Dong-ha seemed to have almost believed Yoon Hye-an's words that she probably didn't remember. However, seeing Yoon Hye-an 'seducing' Lee Hae-seong just like in the past, he must have thought it was a lie. Like everyone he'd ever met, Yoon Hye-an was someone who would do that and still do it.





As I stepped out into the hallway, the security guard who had been waiting approached me.





“The vice president has arrived. Please come down.”





“Are you here?”





Choi Hong-seo, who had been lost in thought, quickly took out his cell phone.








Carrot seller  : Ah... what should I do? I've finished all my business in Hannam-dong, but I still have time left?  (04:41 PM)





Carrot Seller  : Can't you go over there and wait?  (04:42 PM)





Carrot seller  : I guess you're talking. I'll just leave since I think you'll tell me not to come when you check the message.  (05:03 PM)





Carrot Seller  : Arrived in front of the building  (05:28 PM)





Carrot seller  : Come to my car^^  (05:29 PM)





Carrot seller  : Hongseo said he would go alone  (05:35 PM)





Carrot seller  : I don't think I'll get in trouble for coming here without permission  (05:37 PM)





Carrot seller  : The old man is waiting shivering  (05:38 PM)









At the time when we were busy practicing for the new and final single of 'Layered'.





The content was very similar to the message that Lee Hae-seong had left when he came to the practice room.





ah...





In an instant, a strong headache came over me, as if an awl had stabbed my temple. It was so painful that it felt more like a sharp toothache than a headache. Choi Hong-seo pressed his temple with his palm and leaned his shoulder against the hallway.





“Are you feeling dizzy?”





The bodyguard came over and helped him up.





“I have a migraine for a moment.”





“I’ll take you to the hospital right away. Let’s talk to the vice president and then go together.”





“No, I’m fine. I don’t feel like I’m going to pass out, I just have a headache.”





Choi Hong-seo firmly denied it and moved the hand that was pressing on his temple to show that it was okay.





Up until now, I was happy to share the same things I had said before. It seemed like it showed him more evidence that I was Choi Hong-seo, and I was overwhelmed with longing for the past. It was like a precious code that allowed us to recognize each other.





But now, I was overcome with the fear that time was turning back.





Choi Hong-seo didn’t wait for the elevator, but jumped into the emergency exit and ran down the stairs. The bodyguard quickly followed him. When he roughly pushed open the door on the first floor, Lee Hae-seong’s sedan came into view. He hurried his steps as if he was running and got into the back seat.





Lee Hae-seong, who was watching Choi Hong-seo and the bodyguard running towards him, had a surprised expression. As soon as he saw Lee Hae-seong’s face, Choi Hong-seo hugged his waist. He buried his nose and lips in his shoulder and deeply inhaled his scent. There was another attendant in the driver’s seat, but he didn’t care.





“What’s wrong? What happened inside?”





He asked with concern, carefully hugging her back.





“Should I go up and meet the clinical team?”





Choi Hong-seo shook his head and spoke in a small voice.





“I want to be alone. Is that okay?”





With his arm around Choi Hong-seo's back, Lee Hae-seong lowered his voice toward the driver's seat.





“We’ll move on our own, so let’s return together in the VIP security vehicle.”





“Understood, Vice President.”





After the sound of the driver's door opening and closing, the interior became quiet.





Understanding waited without asking anything. He gently stroked Choi Hong-seo’s back as if he was soothing and comforting a whining baby. But this time, it didn’t seem like his feelings would subside easily despite his affection.





"mister..."





"hmm."





“Vice President.”





“Oh, Hongseo.”





“Mr. Haesung.”





“...Yes, Mr. Hongseo.”





“Why did I wake up in this body?”





“......”





Lee Hae-seong's hand that was sweeping his back stopped. And this time, he tightened the arm that was wrapped around Choi Hong-seo's body and hugged him tightly.
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    Choi Hong-seo also dug deeper into his arms. He adjusted his upper body, which was wearing a vest over a shirt without a jacket, several times, and rubbed his skin against the neck and shoulders exposed above the shirt collar.



    



    Hae-seong Lee usually didn't wear much perfume, but when they were this close, he could smell all the scents coming from him. Shower gel, cologne, aftershave, body spray... Choi Hong-seo loved this unique scent that was created by mixing carefully selected products with his body odor.



    



    “It’s mine,” she said greedily, brushing her dry lips against his neck.



    



    “Are you feeling a little better?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong asked affectionately. But the headache continued to prickle his temples spasmodically. Choi Hong-seo bit his lower lip tightly.



    



    “Honey, do you want some macarons? I picked some up from Hongseo’s favorite bakery while I was in Hannam-dong.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had accepted that Choi Hong-seo had calmed down to some extent, tried to pull his body away. However, Choi Hong-seo held onto his vest tightly with his hand and did not let go.



    



    “Actually, at that time, I didn’t want to leave you behind.”



    



    “......”



    



    His arms, made up of gently curved muscles, were firm but not rigid. But I felt that his warm arms momentarily stiffen.



    



    “My friend said that his brother and uncle were coming to Bangkok… and I wanted to introduce my brother to him. I thought that it might be possible… Even after I made up my mind, I still had that kind of hope. As if I wouldn’t die, as if every day, a new day would continue to come to me.”



    



    “Hongseo...”



    



    Lee Hae-seong's voice trembled. This time, he didn't even think about hugging Choi Hong-seo more tightly.



    



    “Nothing else mattered, but I didn’t want to let you go… The truth is, I wanted to be happy and be greedy.”



    



    Even after meeting again like this, and even after he recognized me as Choi Hong-seo and not Yoon Hye-an, and even after talking about all sorts of old stories... neither of us could bring ourselves to bring up the story of 'that time'.



    



    'That time' when Choi Hong-seo had to stand on the 32nd floor of a rooftop bar in Bangkok.



    



    “Even though I didn’t want to go… I thought that if I disappeared, that would be my responsibility.”



    



    “......”



    



    “But waking up in a body like this... isn’t that it? Sir, am I... being punished?”



    



    “No, I didn’t do anything that deserves punishment.”



    



    Only then did Hae-seong Lee’s frozen body and lips begin to move. Hae-seong Lee, who had been gripping Hong-seo Choi’s shoulders as if he was going to crush them, pushed them away with great force. To see his face. As expected, Hong-seo Choi’s face and eyes were not normal.



    



    “A member who suffered with me knelt down and begged for help because his father needed urgent money for surgery... I didn’t even think about it. Louis Vuitton or something...”



    



    “Hongseo, Choi Hongseo.”



    



    As he was rambling on and on with unfocused eyes, Choi Hong-seo didn't even realize that he was referring to the previous Yoon Hye-an as 'me'.



    



    This time, Hae-seong grabbed his lover's cheeks. They were like fireballs. In an instant, goosebumps ran through Hae-seong's entire body. Gangwon-do. It was like the time when he had supported and carried down the trembling 'Yoon Hye-an' from the shrine. With her body boiling with fever, she had never wanted to leave him and had made his heart ache. That time when Yoon Hye-an no longer seemed like Yoon Hye-an.



    



    “Why would Dong-ha do that to me? I thought he was being too much for someone he didn’t even remember, but that wasn’t the case. Rather, I wonder how he could have thought of trusting me again, even for a moment. If I were Dong-ha...”



    



    “Choi Hongseo!”



    



    “......”



    



    “Look at me. Make eye contact with me.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo. He heard Lee Hae-seong calling his name. Choi Hong-seo, who had been talking nonchalantly, stopped and looked around here and there, barely making eye contact with Lee Hae-seong. He knew that his face, which he wanted to see, was clouded with tears.



    



    “Why did you do that? You’re not Yun Hye-an.”



    



    I blinked my eyelids slowly. As large tears flowed down my face, his image became clear again.



    



    “That’s okay too… I don’t mind seeing Yoon Hye-an… Sir, I don’t want to disappear.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Actually, I’m scared.”



    



    The lips that confessed that they were scared trembled. The tears that welled up inside their lips were hot.



    



    The two hands of Hae-seong, who were holding his face so tightly that his eyes were almost blurry, seemed to be the only force holding him to this earth.



    



    “Hongseo, do you remember?”



    



    Hae-seong's bloodshot and shining eyes met Choi Hong-seo's as if he was glaring at him.



    



    “I feel like I can do whatever I want in the world. That’s what Hongseo said. Do you remember?”



    



    Tears continued to seep down between the palms of Hae-seong's hands and Choi Hong-seo's cheeks.



    



    “Hongseo is right. You can do that. I’ve lived without doing it even though I could, but not anymore.”



    



    Hae-seong's two thumbs rubbed Choi Hong-seo's cheeks. As if he was being hypnotized, Choi Hong-seo stared at his eyes.



    



    “It’s all up to me, but my heart can’t let you go. That’s why you’ll never disappear.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who slowly wiped away the tears on Choi Hong-seo’s cheeks, pulled the body in front of him back into his arms. As if to prove that he wouldn’t let it disappear, his arms and arms were so tight that Choi Hong-seo’s breathing became suffocated.



    



    Perhaps this was the moment when Choi Hong-seo became most honest in front of Lee Hae-seong.



    



    When I was worried that if I had a hard time, this person would have a harder time, and if he knew all about my feelings, he would be in more pain than I was. When I revealed my feelings that I had buried deep inside and tried to handle alone for that reason, I knew that it was showing him the inside of my heart.



    



    Even though I took off all my clothes in front of him and mixed my flesh, I never properly showed him the naked flesh inside my body or heart.



    



    That day, Choi Hong-seo had a fever, was nauseated, and was talking nonsense with his lips parched. However, this time, Lee Hae-seong did not take 'Yoon Hye-an' to the hospital. Instead, he took her to the bedroom of his house in Bundang and watched over her all night.



    



    Because I knew that going to the hospital was a meaningless symptom.



    



    ■



    



    “Eww, ugh! Eww!”



    



    Kneeling on the mat, Lee Hae-seong grabbed the rope of the cable machine with both hands and pulled hard, squeezing out the last of his strength. He looked at his belly button, curled his body, and repeatedly pulled down the rope. The position of the cable crunch was like praying to God for a desperate wish. Although the pain felt like it was going to tear his upper abdomen, he welcomed the pain.



    



    “Forty-seven, forty-eight... forty... nine... fifty.”



    



    When the trainer finished counting, Hae-seong let go of his grip and fell forward, gasping for breath. Sweat poured down like rain from his body that had just finished two hours of high-intensity exercise. The sleeveless T-shirt he had taken off in the middle was already soaked in sweat to the point where its original color was unknown. Every time Hae-seong breathed, the muscles in his completely tense body bulged as if they would explode at any moment. He looked like a giant beast holding back his anger.



    



    “You worked hard. Wipe off the sweat and rehydrate.”



    



    Understanding raised his upper body at the trainer's encouraging touch that patted his back, and accepted the towel and tumbler that the trainer handed him. While roughly wiping the sweat off his naked upper body, he drank an ionic drink made from a special powder.



    



    It was late in the morning when Choi Hong-seo's fever finally went down. Even if you add up the time he spent half-asleep during the night, it would only be about an hour. He didn't cancel his appointment with his trainer because he thought he should at least exercise if he couldn't sleep or eat properly, but his thoughts were always on Choi Hong-seo. He kept worrying that he might wake up in the meantime. Even though the personal gym he was working out at was right below the third floor of the Bundang mansion where Choi Hong-seo was sleeping.



    



    “Are you busy these days?”



    



    “Work? Why?”



    



    “My dark circles are darker and my skin has become rough. I feel like I’m not sleeping well.”



    



    “Haha… As expected, you’re an expert. You asked me to do it more intensely, but I felt like I wasn’t able to keep up, today?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong laughed self-deprecatingly as he wiped the sweat from his chest and abs.



    



    It had already been 7~8 years since he had started working out with an American trainer whom he had first met during a business trip in his early 30s and whom Lee Hae-seong had personally persuaded and brought to Korea. He had become like a friend to him, and even though he had been living in Korea for a long time, the only Korean he could still speak was 'Hello, thank you, quickly quickly, how much is it?' Although he lived in Seoul, he was still a perfect American, and all of his other clients besides Lee Hae-seong were foreigners. Lee Hae-seong liked that.



    



    “No, that’s not true. He’s still at the level of an active athlete. It’s because he looks like he’s trying to make up for his lack of sleep with exercise.”



    



    “Thanks for the advice. But it’s not because of work, it’s because we’re newlyweds.”



    



    The trainer shook his head and laughed as if he couldn't stop himself. He looked like he couldn't tell if he was joking or being serious.



    



    “I never thought I’d hear something like that from you. You’ve never met anyone like this before.”



    



    Hae-seong Lee shrugged his shoulders and avoided answering, and the trainer patted Hae-seong Lee's shoulder, where his deltoid muscles were sticking out.



    



    “Well, anyway, it’s called happy sleep deprivation. Well, that’s good. Let’s do some finishing stretches.”



    



    After the trainer left, Lee Hae-seong called Director Kang while walking on the inclined treadmill.



    



    “What about VIP?”



    



    “He is still sleeping.”



    



    “That’s great. Then let’s talk quickly now.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong spoke without hesitation, looking out the front window of the treadmill towards Mt. Taebong in the distance.



    



    “Please arrange for me to have a thorough examination at the Mayo Clinic. No matter the cost, I will do everything I can to make it happen as soon as possible.”



    



    “Are you talking about the VIP checkup?”



    



    “......”



    



    As he climbed the 15 degree incline treadmill, Lee Hae-seong turned his head and looked at Director Kang. His expression was one of reproach, as if he was asking such an obvious question.



    



    "All right."



    



    “It doesn’t matter how far in advance we are or who the people who have reservations are, we can’t wait more than two weeks.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong picked up the towel hanging on the treadmill and wiped the sweat from his face and neck as he set the incline a little higher.



    



    “And, how is Chuncheon these days?”



    



    Chuncheon meant Chuncheon Prison. It was where the former president of UB Entertainment, Myung Do-hoon, was imprisoned.
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    “And, how is Chuncheon these days?”



    



    Chuncheon meant Chuncheon Prison. It was where the former president of UB Entertainment, Myung Do-hoon, was imprisoned.



    



    For a while, Lee Hae-seong didn't even mention Myung Do-hoon. It was to the point where it seemed like he was going to leave him in Chuncheon like this. Director Kang had secretly hoped that would happen. It wasn't because he sympathized with Myung Do-hoon even a little bit, but because he hoped that Lee Hae-seong would be freed from that incident and his desire for revenge for the dead.



    



    “It’s still the same. As I’ve been reporting, he is being continuously harassed by other inmates. It’s not to the point where it’s a problem, so Myung Do-hoon’s reports and complaints are not being processed.”



    



    “Oh my, that must be hard. How much must you want to come out?”



    



    He wiped away the beads of sweat that were dripping down his chin and glistening like a rag on his chest, but Hae-seong's gaze was still focused on the distant mountains.



    



    “Let’s get started.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Please prepare a special pardon.”



    



    "......All right."



    



    There was a slight sense of anxiety in Director Kang’s expression, which seemed no different from usual. It seemed that his wish to leave Myeong Do-hoon in Chuncheon and forget about him would not come true.



    



    Although he looked like he had a lot to say, Director Kang kept his mouth shut about what he had to say.



    



    “If there is any further instruction...”



    



    “Let’s take some time off.”



    



    "yes?"



    



    “Give me about a month. Keep it confidential and quiet.”



    



    “......”



    



    “So that I don’t have to go to work.”



    



    It wasn't difficult. Hae-seong's work wasn't something that had to be done by going to the office. Nevertheless, Hae-seong always went to work faithfully. His policy was that just the regular attendance of the owner family could boost the morale of the employees, and it actually worked.



    



    This was the second time, as far as Director Kang could remember, that Lee Hae-seong had ordered such a long vacation for personal reasons. The second time after Choi Hong-seo's death.



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had not been able to see Choi Hong-seo’s makeup in person even after going all the way to Bangkok, Thailand, had returned to Korea and taken a vacation, confining himself to his villa in Okcheon. So Director Kang could not help but be concerned about this order.



    



    “You have to go to the US to get a checkup, and as Director Kang knows... isn’t your health very good? I’m thinking of letting you rest in a quiet place in the convalescent car.”



    



    Yesterday evening, Lee Hae-seong personally carried the VIP from the parking lot to the bedroom on the third floor. The VIP's bloodless lips were pale and her hair was wet, like someone who had been hit by rain. Director Kang personally saw her shivering as if she was suffering from severe chills or as if she was possessed by a ghost.



    



    “Why, there is no answer?”



    



    Director Kang answered Lee Hae-seong's question cautiously.



    



    “Mr. Bird was worried.”



    



    “Me? Oh, you can’t seem to sleep? But… what does that have to do with what I just instructed you?”



    



    As if he was tired of the sweat that kept flowing down no matter how much he wiped it, Lee Hae-seong wiped his chest and lower abdomen once more and then carelessly hung a towel on the treadmill handle.



    



    “Director Kang, you don’t seem to like VIPs.”



    



    “I don’t have the authority to make that judgment. I just...”



    



    "but?"



    



    “I am just worried because it seems like the Vice President is not taking care of his health since the VIP came to Bundang.”



    



    “Health... what a convenient word.”



    



    Understanding, who had been mumbling like that, stopped the treadmill. As the machine slowly slowed down and lowered the incline, Understanding wiped off the sweat with the new towel that Director Kang had handed him.



    



    “Why, do I sound like a crazy person?”



    



    “Vice President.”



    



    “You asked me to investigate whether there was any intention to approach me by imitating Choi Hong-seo, and now you’re putting me in Bundang and treating me like Choi Hong-seo. Are you worried about my mental health?”



    



    “Vice President, you are a person with clearer discernment than anyone else. I apologize if I made you feel that way.”



    



    “Should we just call VIP Hongseo?”



    



    “I was overstepping my bounds.”



    



    Director Kang bowed his head politely and stepped back.



    



    “Don’t look at that guy so displeased, Director Kang.”



    



    Just a moment ago, the angry tone of Hae-seong suddenly softened. Hae-seong got off the treadmill and put his hand on Director Kang’s shoulder. The hand of the man, who was over 190cm tall and had a well-trained body, was as heavy as the position and duty he held.



    



    “Director Kang is the kind of person who doesn’t want me to lose my sense of direction and standards and run wild.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I’m saying this because I feel like if something goes wrong with that person, it won’t end with me being locked up in a villa.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong grabbed Director Kang's shoulder tightly and shook it gently as if to encourage him.



    



    “Director Kang, please pray for me to stay healthy and stay by my side for a long time.”



    



    Hae-sung Lee walked to the shower room attached to the gym. In order not to wake Hong-seo Choi, who had been sick all night, he finished showering on the second floor and went up to the third floor. He carefully opened the door to the master bedroom. It was broad daylight, but the bedroom was dark with blackout curtains drawn. In the darkness, Tiffany raised her head and looked in this direction with sharp eyes.



    



    Lee Hae-seong approached the bed, being careful not to make even a sound of slippers. He was wearing a bathrobe without even changing clothes and his hair was not even dried.



    



    “......”



    



    Choi Hong-seo was fast asleep with his face half-covered by a white blanket. Only then did Lee Hae-seong smile faintly as if he felt a little relieved, but the next moment, he narrowed his eyebrows. He bent down and placed his finger under Choi Hong-seo’s nose. Only after feeling the ticklish breath touching his index finger did he close his eyes for a moment and let out a sigh of relief.



    



    I sat on the edge of the bed and looked down at the tired face with its eyes and nose peeking out. Then, wanting to look at it more closely, I slowly pulled down the blanket covering its lips and lower face.



    



    Tiffany, who had been curled up at Choi Hong-seo's bedside and watching Lee Hae-seong, quickly got up. Meow. The guy was on alert.



    



    “Why? I told you not to do it?”



    



    Hae-seong lowered his voice and stroked the boy's head.



    



    “You don’t have to protect it from me?”



    



    The boy turned his head as if he was annoyed and waved his forelegs to shake off Haeseong's hand.



    



    “I care and love you much more than you do?”



    



    Suddenly, he felt funny saying such things to Tiffany, so Lee Hae-seong smirked while rubbing his eyebrows. What am I doing now? He pressed Director Kang, asking if he thought he was crazy, but he couldn't deny that things had changed from before.



    



    Tiffany walked lightly over the fluffy blanket and placed her front paw on Lee Hae-seong's hand, which was gently pulling down the end of the blanket. It was a warning to stop.



    



    “Even so, Hongseo is sad that you don’t follow her.”



    



    While stroking Tiffany's front paw placed on the back of his hand with his thumb, Hae-seong lowered his voice further.



    



    “Do you think your butler is cute?”



    



    Perhaps judging that the fight with Lee Hae-seong was meaningless, the guy opened his mouth wide a few times and licked his lips, then returned to Choi Hong-seo's bedside and rolled up again. However, his gaze was still directed at Lee Hae-seong. It seemed as if he would pounce on him if he did anything stupid.



    



    I stared at the sleeping face in the dim, light-deficient darkness without ever getting tired of it.



    



    Why did I think this face was Yun Hye-an?



    



    How could I not have known that it was Hongseo?



    



    Now, in Hae-seong’s eyes, it was Choi Hong-seo without a doubt. It’s not because his facial features were the same as before. The appearance that we recognize as someone is not something like his eyes or his nose. He now knows that the unique expression and gaze that moves his facial features and gives him life are what makes him unique.



    



    To Lee Hae-seong, the person sleeping in front of him was Choi Hong-seo, whose face had changed slightly due to an 'unexpected accident'.



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who was looking at his lover with eyes full of love and longing, gently stroked his lips and the area around them with the hand that was holding the end of the blanket.



    



    “Baby, why do you keep getting sick? Huh?”



    



    I occasionally brushed the tips of my trembling eyelashes.



    



    “Tiffany said it wasn’t ringworm... but the spots didn’t go away.”



    



    I got Tiffany's fungal culture results yesterday. The hospital said Tiffany was not infected. It wasn't ringworm.



    



    Hae-seong deeply bowed his waist over Choi Hong-seo’s chest. He prostrated himself on top of her body as if apologizing, but he did not press on her chest, only touching the surface. Even so, he could feel the faint movement of her chest rising and falling. Choi Hong-seo was alive.



    



    In the darkness, Lee Hae-seong raised his face from his prone position. Tiffany at the head of the bed was still staring at him. Lee Hae-seong rested his chin on the sleeping Choi Hong-seo’s chest and stretched out his arm to caress Tiffany’s face.



    



    “You must guard Hongseo well. Don’t let it be taken away. This body belongs to Hongseo now.”



    



    Nyaa. The guy's answer felt somehow believable.



    



    Lee Hae-seong stroked Choi Hong-seo's cheek again with a faint smile.



    



    “Hongseo, this is absolutely not a punishment. You and I have met again, so how could I punish you? This is a reward. A very big reward.”



    



    Unlike someone who had been suffering from fever and delirium all night, Choi Hong-seo's face was calm.



    



    “I’m the one who gives the punishment. You did it. I’m a demigod.”



    



    The day Lee Seo-kyung was murdered in Bangkok, Thailand. That very day.



    



    A member of an idol group who had been unconscious for several months after jumping from Dongho Bridge miraculously regained consciousness.



    



    At the time, I didn't know, and even if I had known, I wouldn't have paid attention to it. But I was aware of it now. That idol member was 'Yoon Hye-an'.



    



    On the day that Lee Seo-kyung was killed, Lee Hae-seong no longer thought it was a coincidence that Choi Hong-seo opened his eyes in Yoon Hye-an's body.



    



    And there was still one more human who deserved to die.



    



    ■
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Actor Seo Jun-young leaves the movie  'A life of dedication, a difficult decision to achieve a long-time dream'





Actor Seo Jun-young has dropped out of the movie 'Cream Mansion'. Today, an official from Seo Jun-young's agency stated, "After much thought, Seo Jun-young has decided not to appear in the movie 'Cream Mansion'" and "He has always dreamed of volunteering, and this great opportunity has allowed him to make up his mind before it is too late."





As it was a piece he had a lot of affection for, the actor himself had a lot of concerns, but he said he made this decision after a long discussion with the production team. Seo Jun-young is scheduled to leave for India at the end of this month to do local missionary work and cultural volunteer work.





Because of this, the movie  is looking for a new actor to fill the vacant role. As this is a highly anticipated work by the master director Kang Woo-hyun, many actors are once again interested.









⤷ Whether Mr. Deokbo gets off or not, whether he does volunteer work or not, there's nothing worth reporting on. Who is he?





⤷What is this cultural volunteer work? Doing a play in front of the locals? Even a dog passing by would laugh. ㅋㅋ While talking about cultural volunteer work, you'll probably go to India and do some yoga. After you go there, you'll probably go around and brag about it and show off.





⤷ I go to the same △△ church as you, and although I've been acting devout on TV since long ago, I only go to church once or twice a month. Don't even think about going to India to volunteer, just give some money, brother.





⤷But isn't missionary work in India something that requires risking your life? There are a lot of areas where missionary work is prohibited.





⤷ I really felt like vomiting after seeing you criticize our Kyuyeon's acting last time. You're a fucking old man. Even though you're an idol, you act better than me. Don't come to India or anywhere. Ugh





⤷These days, if you're ugly, you're all considered actors, and even if you're in the theater world, you're all treated as actors, so I don't know if you're a good actor. You always act the same way, over-the-top.





⤷ What kind of stepping down is a step down ㅋㅋ Everyone in the film industry knows that he is very greedy for awards, but he would never step down from a Kang Woo-hyun movie ㅋㅋ He is a sure thing to be invited to Cannes, and even if he doesn't, the media is talking about how he will win the Palme d'Or if he does well in the Best Director category, but Seo Jun-young is stepping down because of volunteer work? There's absolutely no way that would happen ㅋㅋ He was 100% fired for showing off ㅋㅋ





The actors who gathered on time for the script study were all talking about the Seo Jun-young article. It was sudden and not a good thing, so two or three people lowered their voices and whispered. Someone said they couldn't get in touch with Seo Jun-young and asked if the news of his departure was true. However, everyone just shook their heads, as if they couldn't get in touch with him.





“Senior Junyoung, did you get cut?”





“There was an article saying you were going to India or somewhere to do volunteer work.”





“Do you believe that, senior? Why, that day... you were called by Lee Hae-seong at the last minute.”





A young actor who had been talking on the other side lowered his voice as he watched Yoon Hye-an's reaction. That Seo Jun-yeong had been called out by Lee Hae-seong after fighting with Yoon Hye-an.





“There were a lot of hate comments on the article. People were saying things like, ‘You go to the same church as senior Junyoung,’ or ‘You worked on the same movie together, so you know each other well...”





“Honestly, it’s your own fault.”





Someone spoke quietly, in a hesitant tone.





“Mr. Junyoung, you’ve been talking about other people you don’t even know. Honestly, I was offended when you mentioned rags last time. You crossed the line.”





When one person complained about Seo Jun-young, this time, there were many people who agreed with him. They were the people who had been silent whenever Seo Jun-young acted rudely. Choi Hong-seo felt bitter about their change of attitude, but he also understood that it was inevitable. Morality was not an obligation. He could not criticize others for not making morally better choices.





Kim Yi-jeong, who had been looking at her cell phone as if she wasn't interested in what other people were saying, leaned toward Choi Hong-seo and whispered.





“I knew it would happen to him sooner or later.”





Choi Hong-seo looked at her.





“It’s the Manshin who presided over our movie screening. He gave me a hint when I went to pay my respects last time.”





Choi Hong-seo's heart pounded at the thought of Man-shin.





“There will be a change of scenery soon, so keep your distance so as not to get entangled in anything. I thought that must be senior Seo Jun-young.”





“Mr. Lee Jeong, did you go to see him?”





“Why, are you interested, Hyean? Do you want to go together? I already have a reservation for two weeks.”





Kim Yi-jeong approached me with her eyes shining. She rarely expressed her emotions, so this was the first time she showed so much interest.





Of course I wanted to meet him. I had a lot of questions to ask.





The day I met with the clinical team leader at ENA, after I got seriously ill again, the number of spots increased. I wanted to ask what these spots, which were not ringworm and not itchy, meant.





"How did a ghost get a body, and how did a corpse get a soul?"





I wanted to ask why he said that. If the obituary he mentioned back then meant Yun Hye-an, then what happened to Yun Hye-an's soul?





And most of all, what should I do to stay by Hae-seong’s side? Is there a way? That’s what I wanted to ask the most. But I couldn’t break my promise to Hae-seong. I didn’t want to make him anxious.





“I want to go, but...”





“People who haven’t been there might find it a little scary.”





Kim Yi-jeong nodded, saying she understood.





“I just think of it as counseling. It’s like getting life counseling from an experienced senior. Life counseling.”





Then he searched through his bag and handed me a business card. Shaman Lee Jong-ik. It was a business card with only his name on it, without any of the usual nicknames like general or fairy.





“If you want to receive counseling in private, give us a call. It’s hard to make a new appointment there without a referral.”





Choi Hong-seo was unable to readily accept the business card handed to him by Kim Yi-jeong and just looked down at it.





“Well, Hyean-ssi… I think Manshin-nim will welcome you even without an introduction.”





It was a meaningful statement. He asked with his expression what it meant, but instead of answering, Kim Yi-jeong simply held out her business card to Choi Hong-seo once more.





At that moment, Park Dong-ha appeared as he was about to enter the restaurant. He was always early, but this time he showed up almost on time. Choi Hong-seo, who had been hesitating, took the business card and put it in his cardigan pocket, then hurriedly approached Park Dong-ha.





“Let’s talk in the hallway for a moment.”





“What is it?”





I tried contacting Park Dong-ha several times over the past few days, but he refused to listen to Yoon Hye-an. I had no choice but to wait for him to meet me at the script study.





As soon as he left the restaurant and stopped in the hallway, he shook off Choi Hong-seo's pounding hand. It was a gesture of desperation, as if he was shaking off an unpleasant bug.





“Dupulli, you’re not going today either?”





“Why? What does that have to do with you, hyung?”





“After you finish studying, give me some time. I have something important to tell you.”





“Something important? What, cat treats?”





Park Dong-ha glared at Choi Hong-seo with his unkind eyes, snorting. He seemed to have completely made up his mind to treat 'Yoon Hye-an' hostilely. It was an expected reaction.





“There’s something we need to talk about. It’s the ‘Titan’ story.”





“......”





He opened his eyes wide, unable to hide his surprise, forgetting the hostility he had been glaring at. I didn't know those words would come out of your mouth first. The guy's expression said so.





“It’s a bit awkward to talk about it outside. Your house is nice, and my house is nice too.”





Although she was staying at Hae-seong's house in Bundang, the officetel she had previously lived in was still there. She and Hae-seong discussed it and decided that it would be good to leave it there for an alibi in case of an emergency. Clothes, household items, furniture... In other words, everything that once belonged to Yoon Hye-an was still there.





Compared to his hesitation, where he had been chewing his lower lip, Park Dong-han answered clearly.





“Okay. Look. I have something to say too.”





“I’ll go to your house, then.”





“Then... that.”





Park Dong-ha, who had been maintaining a sullen attitude as if he was not particularly interested, shifted his gaze over Choi Hong-seo's shoulder. The expression on the guy's face softened as he trailed off. As if he was embarrassed or embarrassed, he avoided eye contact and looked down.





I thought I knew what he saw that made him react like this without having to turn around to check.





“Hello, Vice President.”





Park Dong-ha was the first to bow his head and greet him, and Choi Hong-seo also turned around to check Lee Hae-seong's face.





"hello."





It was a greeting that was as dry as possible, without any feelings mixed in. On the other hand, Hae-seong stopped walking in front of the two with a warm smile.





"how have you been doing?"





“Yes. Mr. Vice President... I think you’ve lost a little weight.”





At Park Dong-ha's words, Lee Hae-seong stroked his jawline and narrowed his eyes.





“Really? Did you lose it? I’m not sure... How is it, Hyean? Do you think it’s lost more since the last time I saw you?”





Lee Hae-seong turned his face towards Yoon Hye-an. As if telling him to look closely.





He had seen Hae-seong off to work in the morning. His naturalness in asking the person he had been with a few hours before, "Do you think you've lost weight since the last time I saw you?" embarrassed Choi Hong-seo.





“Well, well... I guess it’s just the same...”





“Hmm, really? It seems like Ms. Yoon Hye-an isn’t as interested in me as Mr. Park Dong-ha.”





Lee Hae-seong's every word and action was thrilling. It made Choi Hong-seo nervous.





It doesn't matter what people think. Even if they declare that they are lovers and not sponsors, people will think whatever they want anyway, so I hope they at least recognize the fact that Lee Hae-seong cares for 'Yoon Hye-an'. Because that's Lee Hae-seong's position.





“Ah, Haesung-ssi is here. Come in. It seems like everyone is already noisy because of Junyoung-ssi.”





Director Kang Woo-hyun, who had been in the kitchen, appeared with a dark face. Director Kang, who seemed to be annoyed by the work, hurried his steps and passed the three people, leading the way, with Lee Hae-seong following behind.





As he passed by the two people who had stepped aside to one side of the hallway, Lee Hae-seong placed his palm on Yoon Hye-an’s cheek. Up until that point, it was fine. It was a kind of skinship where an older man would be affectionate toward his much younger junior, and he could have been coaxed to do so. However, the last touch, where he played with her earlobe, was too much.





Not only Park Dong-ha, but even Choi Hong-seo was surprised. Lee Hae-seong was clearly enjoying this secret love affair, and it was also clear that he was enjoying Choi Hong-seo's embarrassment. He had no intention of keeping this secret love affair a secret.





Park Dong-ha felt his glaring gaze. It was a look that said, 'You and Lee Hae-seong are not related at all?' Since he had nothing to say in response, Choi Hong-seo could only pretend not to know. He looked at Lee Hae-seong's broad back as he entered the restaurant first with a little resentment. It felt like he would turn around and give him a mischievous wink at any moment. It was one of the few moments when Lee Hae-seong looked annoying.
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    Choi Hong-seo, who had been watching Park Dong-ha turn coldly and enter the restaurant first, sighed and followed behind. The whispers had stopped with the arrival of Lee Hae-seong and Director Kang.



    



    The executive producer had a serious conversation with Director Kang. Lee Haesung had his legs crossed, his hands clasped on his knees, and his expressionless face slightly turned away from the center. It was a sight that reminded me of our first meeting in the parlor on the second floor of this house. Like a picture in a frame, he was so devoid of emotion that no feelings or ulterior motives could be read from him, the VVIP. Without needing to raise his voice, he could silence people with just a quiet tone.



    



    Perhaps that is the fundamental attitude with which Yeseong treats people. I realized that the playful demeanor, the always-present kind smile, and the casual messenger conversations were special exceptions shown only to me.



    



    In addition to being ARA's understanding, he is twelve years older. In Lee Haesung's own words, "much older and much bigger."



    



    Just by being himself, he was an inherently difficult person for Choi Hong-seo, so he tried his best to be someone who wasn't difficult.



    



    At that time, I didn't even have the luxury to think about it, but now I know. Even a single line of a messenger filled with silly emoticons was his effort and dedication... And, it was an active attempt to win Choi Hong-seo's heart.



    



    "Please pay attention." Before we start the study session, I have a few announcements to make today.



    



    Choi Hong-seo's consciousness, which had been lost in nostalgic memories, was pulled back to the present. The executive producer was drawing people's attention with a somewhat somber expression.



    



    "There may already be some of you who have seen the news, but unfortunately, actor Seo Jun-young will not be joining ."



    



    Some looked at each other with stern faces, some averted their eyes with their mouths shut, and others nodded as if to say, "So the article was right after all." And Choi Hong-seo... Looked at Lee Hae-seong.



    



    I was caught off guard by his gaze, which had been directed at me for who knows how long. While being scolded in a classroom, I cautiously glanced around and suddenly met the teacher's gaze. Just by making eye contact, I unconsciously started looking around to see if anyone had noticed.



    



    No, it's not just that our eyes met. You're staring intently out of curiosity. If you look at Lee Haesung's eyes, anyone would think so. Choi Hong-seo quickly turned his gaze to the chief PD.



    



    "After long discussions with the director and the production team, this decision was made..." "Since it was a sudden departure, I apologize for not being able to have a separate farewell meeting, and Seojun-young asked me to convey this on his behalf."



    



    "Junyoung sunbae, are you really going to India?"



    



    The young actor who showed the most interest in the Seo Jun-young article asked in a voice mixed with tension.



    



    "I understand it that way."



    



    "When will you be back?"



    



    "We're not Seojunyoung's agency, so we don't know those detailed parts." If you have more questions, it might be best to contact them directly.



    



    Since Seo Jun-young suddenly dropped out, there are already many issues that need to be dealt with, so it was as if he was saying not to bother him with such trivial questions.



    



    "As you actors know, the investors, the director, and our production company all have very high expectations for ." I believe everyone knows well that only by uniting and working together as one can we create a great piece of work, even without me having to say it.



    



    The executive producer's remarks had a sting to them. It seemed to subtly imply that Seo Jun-young was ousted because he was an obstacle to uniting and working together as one.



    



    "Alright, so we are now looking for a new actor to play the role of a doctor suffering from pet loss syndrome." Until then, the script reading and filming are scheduled to take place.



    



    At the news that the filming start date was postponed, the actors began to murmur once again.



    



    "Alright, it won't take long because you'll be choosing from among the actors who made it to the final candidates during the audition." All expenses incurred from the crank-in shoot will be covered by Vice President Lee Hae-sung.



    



    Everyone's gaze turned towards the understanding. They couldn't bring themselves to stare openly and instead stole glances out of the corner of their eyes. It was clear that everyone was thinking the same thing. Seojun-young definitely got fired because he fell out of Lee Haesung's favor.



    



    Choi Hong-seo also had such suspicions.



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who seemed to be lost in his own thoughts with his hands neatly clasped on his knees, paused for a moment as if sensing the gazes directed at him, then slowly lifted his head to look around the room.



    



    "Why?" "Do you all think it was me who sent Seojun-young to India?"



    



    In response to his shockingly direct remark, people's gazes darted around in confusion. Ihaeseong sighed loudly enough for everyone to hear. It was a sigh that seemed to lightly appeal to the sense of injustice.



    



    "Then at least something similar won't happen again now."



    



    Even if it causes misunderstandings, I have no complaints if that's the case. The abruptness of Lee Haesung's statement left even greater suspicions.



    



    Whether he was fired for badmouthing the major investor, for calling Choi Hong-seo and Yoon Hye-an "sluts," or for the accumulated actions that had continuously irritated Lee Hae-seong and Director Kang's moods. People seemed curious.



    



    But one thing was clear: in the future, there would be no one at the site to touch 'Yoon Hye-an.' Because there were no longer any devout Christians who wanted to go to India for missionary work.



    



    Forgetting about worrying who might see them, Choi Hong-seo looked at Lee Hae-seong. However, this time, Lee Hae-sung did not try to make eye contact.



    



    Who said the third-generation chaebol is a model student?



    



    The expressions of some actors clearly showed that thought.



    



    Please provide the text you would like to have translated.



    



    Ding ding.



    



    Without even greeting the guest who opened the front door, she turned her back and went inside the house. Choi Hong-seo rustled the plastic bag containing two cans of beer and followed behind.



    



    As Yongjae had said about moving out of this house, boxes were scattered here and there. Unlike the last visit, the house was in complete disarray. It wasn't just because they were about to move; there was a sense of urgency and instability in the air, as if they were being chased away. But it seemed like bringing up the fact that I heard about the move from Yongjae wouldn't lead to anything good. It would also be awkward to blatantly ignore the boxes that were clearly visible.



    



    "Are you planning to move?"



    



    Placing the beer bag on the round table in the living room, Choi Hong-seo asked. Instead of answering immediately, Park Dong-han carefully scrutinized Yoon Hye-an's face for a while, wondering if there was any hidden intention behind the question.



    



    "Why?" It was a house that was beyond my means, a weed with no color or scent. Do you think it's a good thing?



    



    "......"



    



    Colorless and odorless weed. It seemed that the old Yoon Hye-an had once said something like that about Park Dong-ha. Now, I could at least make that kind of guess.



    



    "I didn't come here to fight." Let's sit down and talk. Do you want a drink?



    



    I asked while taking the beer out of the bag, but he stood a few steps away from the table, looking tense and showing no intention of coming closer. With clenched fists and bloodshot eyes, he was glaring at me.



    



    "Hyung... That tiny officetel, do you want the vice president to just live there? You don't ask the vice president to move to the Gangnam apartment they used to live in? How hard must it be to pretend to be nice?



    



    Choi Hong-seo opened a full tab and drank beer alone. Wiping the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand, he took a deep breath and spoke the words he had prepared.



    



    "I've thought about it a lot."



    



    "What."



    



    "Even now, is there any way to compensate you or the other 'Titan' members, even just a little?"



    



    "Compensation?" Yoon Hye-an as compensation? Ha, after all that dodging, you finally got your memory back?



    



    "No."



    



    "You're still in denial." Seriously, you're unbelievable, Yoon Hye-an.



    



    "I can't lie and say I would buy your trust."



    



    "You can't lie?" You drove me crazy with your constant lies! "Then why are you bringing up the breakup now?"



    



    "As you said, even if I lost my memory..." What I did... It won't change..."Whatever..."



    



    Like Park Dong-ha, Choi Hong-seo, who was also unable to sit in a chair and stood in front of the table, crumpled the beer can without realizing it. Before ringing the doorbell at the entrance, he counted to five with his fingers, but it was not easy to accept 'Yoon Hye-an's' past as his own.



    



    Even so, ignoring and avoiding it wouldn't solve the problem on its own. As long as I live like this.



    



    I thought of 이해성. If there was just one person who believed that I was not Yoon Hye-an but Choi Hong-seo, it didn't matter. The rest is merely secondary. After finishing the meeting with Park Dong-ha, when he returned to his house in Bundang, a person named Lee Hae-seong, who would greet him calling him Hong-seo, was waiting.



    



    The heartbeat had somewhat calmed down. Choi Hong-seo, trying to appear cautious, carefully spoke the words he had mulled over several times in his mind over the past few days.



    



    "If it's not too late, 'Titan'..." "How about we start over?"



    



    "......"



    



    For a while, it was in a state of suspension. It was a face that seemed unimaginable to hear a proposal for reconciliation.



    



    Buzz, buzz. Breaking the silence, the sound of a vibrating phone could be heard from somewhere. It was on the kitchen counter. Standing there blankly, he walked towards the kitchen with a nervous gait and checked his phone. From the short vibration sound, it seemed like a message rather than a call. The expression on his face while checking the message wasn't good. It might not be because of the message, but because of Yoon Hye-an being home.



    



    He put down his phone as if throwing it and rubbed his face vigorously with his trembling hands. Then, with bloodshot eyes, he stared straight at Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "You said you wanted to compensate me, right?"



    



    "Okay."



    



    "The vice president and my brother said they have nothing to do with each other."



    



    "... Okay."Sure.



    



    "Then, introduce me to the vice president."
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    "Then, introduce me to the vice president."



    



    "......"



    



    This time, Choi Hong-seo was left speechless. I had vaguely suspected for quite some time that Park Dong-ha was interested in Lee Hae-sung. I didn't expect to be directly asked to introduce him at a place where I came to untangle these complicated feelings today.



    



    "You're not even close." There's no reason not to introduce you.



    



    "You already know, Vice President." We always meet at the script study... "Why the sudden need for an introduction?"



    



    Facing Park Dong-ha's venomous expression, Choi Hong-seo fumbled and picked up the beer from the table. The sound of Park Dong-ha's sneer was cold.



    



    "Your clothes and bags, your taste has completely changed, huh?"



    



    At Park Dong-ha's sudden change of conversation, Choi Hong-seo put down the beer he was drinking. Park Dong-ha carefully scanned Choi Hong-seo's outfit. The pants and cardigan purchased from a boutique in Beverly Hills, along with the hooded sweatshirt and bag carefully selected by Lee Haeseong's stylist, all had a slightly loose oversized fit with simple colors and designs, devoid of any flashy patterns.



    



    "It's the same whether it's a luxury brand or a famous designer product."



    



    Lee Ha-sung's personal stylist had now accurately grasped the taste of the 'anonymous VIP' that her client wanted to gift. And every time they found a product that matched the taste of the 'anonymous VIP,' it was sent to Bundang. Those items, without Choi Hong-seo even knowing, were unwrapped, had their tags removed, and were secretly infiltrated into the third-floor dressing room. As if it had been there all along.



    



    "Did the stylist send this again, sir?"



    



    Whenever Choi Hong-seo asked like that, Lee Hae-seong always made the same excuse.



    



    Wasn't it something you bought in LA? You bought so much back then. So you probably don't remember it.



    



    The dress room was filled to the brim with clothes, bags, and shoes, to the point where it seemed impossible unless they were reproducing among themselves, but Choi Hong-seo just let out a light sigh and didn't delve any deeper. Because it seemed to be his enjoyment.



    



    "Originally, you preferred more obvious logo play, didn't you?" Something that clearly shows it's a luxury brand to anyone who sees it. Ah... Did you even adjust your clothing style to match the vice president's preferences?



    



    Standing inside the kitchen with the counter in between, Park Dong-ha smirked, lifting one side of his lip.



    



    I know what you're thinking, but it was only natural that 'Yoon Hye-an's' tastes had changed from before. The person standing in front of Park Dong-ha now is Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "The vice president's taste is..."



    



    As Choi Hong-seo's lips twitched, he focused on this side with a nervous expression, narrowing his pulsating eyes.



    



    "Maybe it's not this kind of clothes."



    



    Recalling one of Lee Hae-sung's ex-boyfriends whom she had only seen once, Choi Hong-seo muttered to herself. If she had to guess, that guy would be closer to Lee Hae-sung's original taste than she was.



    



    A person who is tall, slender yet sturdy, and whose elegance and composure naturally reveal that they grew up in a similar environment.



    



    There was a time when I was so overwhelmed with jealousy because of that man that it took me by surprise. But now, she found herself more reassured by the fact that he showed interest and affection towards her, even though she wasn't his type.



    



    It's not that I approached him because he was my type, but because I was drawn to him as a person, Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "I like you, Vice President."



    



    "... What?"What?



    



    For a moment, Choi Hong-seo, who had been deeply lost in his own thoughts, suddenly lifted his head. His thigh hit the table, causing the beer can to topple over and a yellow liquid mixed with carbonation to spill out. Quickly, I stood the can upright and used a tissue from the table to wipe up the spilled beer.



    



    It's not like Lee Hae-seong likes Park Dong-ha, it's just that Park Dong-ha said he liked him unilaterally. It's not something I completely didn't expect, and I can't even tell if it's genuine. Nevertheless, my heart raced as if someone had taken a part of him away.



    



    "You're cool, Vice President." I liked you from the first time I saw you. I worked hard to get closer. But...



    



    "......"



    



    "Did the vice president only look at you?"



    



    After wiping up all the spilled beer, Choi Hong-seo slowly stopped his hands. He wasn't looking at this side, which was throbbing beyond the countertop. Leaning against the sink, the eyes that were biting their nails were unfocused. He was just keeping his eyes open, but he wasn't looking at anything in front of him.



    



    "When I thought you hated me, looking back, it was only you who had my attention." Someone like the vice president disliking someone was itself a form of attention, right?



    



    Could someone who is interested in dating men not find Lee Hae-sung attractive? Even if his status, wealth, and the pressure emanating from his very handsome masculine appearance and confident physique could be overwhelming, it seemed unlikely that anyone would say he lacked charm. Choi Hong-seo firmly believed so.



    



    So, it wouldn't have been strange at all if Park Dong-ha liked Lee Hae-sung.



    



    But I couldn't be sure if it was sincere. Maybe it was to put 'Yoon Hye-an' in a difficult position, or to reveal their true colors.



    



    I took out a bottle of soju from the humming refrigerator, which I had been chewing on my lips and nails for a long time. He poured soju into a water cup, not even a soju glass, and gulped it down like it was beer, taking several swigs.



    



    Sigh, ha... The one who set down the cup took a deep breath and wiped their mouth with the back of their hand.



    



    "Vice President..." Is he kind even when doing that?



    



    Turning his head to look at me, Park Dong-ha's eyes had burst blood vessels in the meantime.



    



    "Someone like that wouldn't make strange requests, right?" You're always gentle with the actors too. Seojunyoung sunbae, honestly... That senior did something wrong, so it's true.



    



    Shaking his shoulders and giving a wry smile, he downed the remaining soju in the glass he was holding. Then, he slowly walked towards the table. Whether it was drunkenness or madness, the gleaming eyes stared directly at Choi Hong-seo.



    



    "Even when you do things like that, really... Do you pet and pamper them? Today, like in the hallway? ......Like a lover?



    



    Whether regretting what he had said, he shook his head to shake it off and looked at Choi Hong-seo with a clenched jaw, as if he were grinding his teeth again.



    



    "Someone who lived like an older brother meeting someone like the vice president..." That's just not right. It's so unfair. Right?



    



    Thud. He roughly placed the cup on the pulsating table, making a sound that was jarring. Standing opposite Choi Hong-seo, Park Dong-han leaned over the edge of the table, smirking provocatively.



    



    "Why are you looking at me like that?" "Like the old days, should I slap you?"



    



    At the mention of the word "slap," Choi Hong-seo flinched.



    



    "But what can I do?" Now I'm not the Park Dong-ha who used to get scared and tremble every time you acted like that. No, I couldn't help but become that way.



    



    Whether it was because of the suddenly gulped down alcohol or due to emotions, for a moment, it seemed like tears welled up in Park Dong-ha's eyes. The corners of his eyes twisted in pain. But that was only for a moment. Soon, with eyes filled with hostility, he glared at 'Yoon Hye-an'.



    



    "I'm not asking for anything more from you." If you really want to make it up to me, just set up a meal together. It's not that hard, right?



    



    "Got it."



    



    "...... Did you understand?""Did you get it?"



    



    It was he who had made the request, yet he furrowed his brow and instinctively leaned back. Choi Hong-seo's answer was calm.



    



    "Just setting up a meal with the vice president is all it takes." He said he would give it a try."



    



    Even with Yoon Hye-an's answer of agreeing to meet the demands, I couldn't shake off the pulsating gaze of suspicion. As if suspecting some ulterior motive, he pierced his sharp gaze all over his face.



    



    Meow. Meow? I looked over Park Dong-ha's shoulder at the small sound of crying. Where he had been hiding, Romeo appeared late from the hallway.



    



    "I'll contact you as soon as the date and time are set." You'll have to coordinate that much with the vice president. And this.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been carrying the crossbody bag on his back, turned it to the front and took out a small bundle from the pack, placing it on the table. Romeo, who had jumped onto the table via the chair, showed interest by bringing his nose and snout close.



    



    "The last time you didn't take it." Of course, I made it again. "Try feeding Romeo once."



    



    Choi Hong-seo, having closed the zipper of the bag, put the tissue used to steal the beer in the trash can and left the living room.



    



    "If it wasn't too late, I would have suggested we try 'Titan' again."



    



    Just as he was about to finish putting on his sneakers, he heard Park Dong-ha's voice from behind. When Choi Hong-seo, who had straightened his upper body, turned around, Park Dong-ha was clenching his jaw tightly, his expression a mix of resentment and sorrow.



    



    "I'm sorry, but it's too late."



    



    The guy who spoke as if chewing each word didn't even watch the visitor disappear outside the door and vanished back down the hallway.



    



    As Park Dong-ha almost passed through the hallway and reached the living room, he heard the sound of the front door closing and the door lock clicking. I stopped and listened to the sound of the locking door. The tightly clenched fists were turning pale.



    



    "I'm not fooled..." I will never be fooled. Yoon Hye-an, this time it's your turn to be the fool.



    



    Romeo snatched the crinkling plastic pack that he had been poking at and shoved it whole into the trash can. Romeo, who had jumped down from the table, kept scratching the trash can with his front paw and continued to whine.



    



    Holding the soju bottle that was left on the kitchen counter and pouring it into a cup, he muttered to the pulsating Romeo, or perhaps to himself.



    



    "Stop it, Romeo." You can't eat that. Do you not know what kind of person Yoon Hye-an is? He's the kind of person who would even put poison in there."



    



    However, it wouldn't leave the trash can and kept whining incessantly. Meow, meow, meow.



    



    "You said you couldn't eat it, right?!"



    



    Park Dong-ha, who had emptied even a full cup of soju, shouted towards the trash can. The faint sound of crying stopped. The sound of nails scratching the trash can also stopped.



    



    “I’m sorry… I’m sorry. Romeo. I’m sorry… Will you forgive me?”



    



    Romeo answered with another cry. Tears flowed down Park Dong-ha's cheek as he rubbed his face against the boy's small face.



    



    “Can I be forgiven?”



    



    He quickly wiped away the weak moisture that was beating with the back of his hand.



    



    ■
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    The bodyguard assigned by Lee Hae-seong was waiting in the parking lot in front of the building, not in the underground parking lot. Choi Hong-seo, deep in thought, got off the elevator and went through the hotel-like officetel lobby and out the main gate.



    



    Haa. I raised my head with a sigh and saw his figure at the end of his white breath.



    



    “......”



    



    The RV that was supposed to be waiting was nowhere to be seen, and instead, Lee Hae-seong’s sedan was parked there. Lee Hae-seong, wearing a knit without a coat, straightened his body that had been leaning against the sedan and slightly spread his arms. He didn’t want to disappoint his smile. While looking around, Choi Hong-seo held the strap of his crossbody bag and walked towards him step by step.



    



    As the distance narrowed, the smile on his face grew wider. He held the strap of his bag and placed himself obediently in front of his chest. Choi Hong-seo’s two feet, wearing sneakers, stopped between Lee Hae-seong’s neat loafers. Because it was Sunday, his overall attire was casual.



    



    Hmm. With a sound of strength, Hae-sung hugged his lover tightly. As if he had missed her for several days.



    



    “Get in the car and do it.”



    



    As I whispered with my lips buried in his shoulder, he responded, “That’s just too vulgar.” Hae-seong Lee, who let go of his lover, opened the passenger door with a regretful expression.



    



    The sedan quickly left the front of Park Dong-ha's officetel and entered Yeongdong-daero.



    



    “You didn’t go to the after-party?”



    



    “Ah… I get bored when there’s no one around. You know I can’t stand boredom.”



    



    “I’m waiting at home, why.”



    



    “I happened to stop by that officetel on my way home. And sometimes, Hongseo’s security team will like it if you let them leave work early.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong did not give a proper answer and just playfully replied. However, Choi Hong-seo guessed the reason.



    



    Suddenly, he was afraid that he would collapse again in a cold sweat, that the number of spots would increase, that something terrible would happen, such as Choi Hong-seo's soul leaving Yoon Hye-an's body. Even though he had bodyguards with him, Lee Hae-seong was afraid that something like that would happen in a place where he was not present.



    



    And one more thing. Just in case Choi Hong-seo goes to see a shaman while you're away.



    



    Lee Hae-seong was becoming increasingly dissatisfied with just having bodyguards. Even in the same house, he could not endure being in different spaces for long. Even though Choi Hong-seo was right in front of him and they were together, he did not feel completely at ease.



    



    It was different from distrust. It was not distrust, it was anxiety. He was being consumed by pathological extreme anxiety. He tried to hide it in front of Choi Hong-seo with a playful conversation and smile that he had tried hard to make up.



    



    “Are you mad because I kept you waiting?”



    



    Hae-seong, who had stopped his car at a traffic light, noticed the gazes staring at him and looked this way. Then, he grabbed Choi Hong-seo’s hood and teased him. Choi Hong-seo shook his head.



    



    “I waited for you, so why are you upset?”



    



    The hand that had been pulling the hood widened and this time, it was Choi Hong-seo’s cheek. His large hand always left his cheek and touched his ear. As he gently rubbed his earlobe and earflap as if he was creating a new ear, the stuffy feeling inside him seemed to loosen up a little. As he rubbed his face against the inside of his wrist, which gave off a pleasant scent, he heard a pleasant low laugh.



    



    “You were blushing like a startled rabbit earlier. Do you like it now?”



    



    “Sir, you did it on purpose earlier...!”



    



    Before the script study, I remembered the time I touched Park Dong-ha’s earlobe in the hallway in plain sight. Choi Hong-seo, who was about to get angry and ask Lee Hae-seong about it, stopped talking and grabbed his arm with both hands.



    



    His large hands were proportionate to his height and were also quite thick. When he was completely relaxed, they were so heavy that he had to hold them with both hands. Nevertheless, because of his long, straight fingers and his overall sleek and sculptural beauty, he didn’t look crude at all. His well-shaped and large nails had neatly trimmed tips. Every strand of Hae-seong’s hair, the harmony of his suit, shirt, and tie, and even his nails were meticulously managed to reflect the image of the ARA group. Any hangnails or even the slightest growth at the tip were unacceptable. After all, he was a walking billboard for the ARA group.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been admiring his hands here and there, forgetting his original purpose, soon came to his senses and lowered his head.



    



    Sniff sniff. Sniff sniff. He put his nose to his fingertips and sniffed several times. Hae-seong was very happy, his shoulders shaking.



    



    “What are you doing? So cute. Are you imitating Tiffany? Should I stroke Hongseo’s chin too?”



    



    “Sir, do you smoke?”



    



    "ah..."



    



    The smile on his once joyful face disappeared for a moment. Ah... He rolled his eyes and avoided eye contact, then started the car at the changed signal.



    



    “It was 30 minutes ago. I washed my hands and gargled. Does it smell bad?”



    



    He lifted his hand from the steering wheel and sniffed his fingertips, and for a moment, he seemed like an ordinary man. An ordinary man's ordinary love life, embarrassed when his lover, who he thought had quit smoking, caught him smoking. Putting aside the car he was driving or his appearance.



    



    “No, that’s not what I said...”



    



    “Once you touch it again, it’s not easy to turn back. I’ll hang up. Okay?”



    



    “Rather than being too stressed, it’s better to smoke when you want to smoke and then gradually reduce it.”



    



    “I know. Did you quit smoking Hongseo too?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo shook his head.



    



    “I didn’t really have much curiosity about that kind of thing to begin with. I think that’s what happens when I see people around me trying to quit.”



    



    “Hongseo’s personality must have been even more distant from me since I started preparing for my debut.”



    



    “I didn’t mean to nag you. I just wish you wouldn’t smoke for your health. It’s not like I particularly dislike smoking.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong smiled at me from time to time while driving. It was a smile to express gratitude for my understanding.



    



    “And you already caught me smoking again.”



    



    “Hmm? When? Ah... back then.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong nodded and smiled a little bitterly and darkly. At the time, he was still not sure that 'Yoon Hye-an' was Choi Hong-seo. After receiving 'counseling' at his suggestion, Lee Hae-seong smoked a cigarette in the car that took him home from the hotel. It was heartbreaking to see him smoking again, even though he had said he had quit with difficulty. He knew why he had to pick up a cigarette again, because Choi Hong-seo in the form of 'Yoon Hye-an' knew.



    



    “It was real.”



    



    “What is it?”



    



    “I think Yoon Hye-an knows why I started smoking again. I did it.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I see you all figured it out.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo did not take his eyes off his side profile. He took in all the emotions that covered his solid-looking face without missing a beat. It was a new realization that their ‘ordinary love life’ together was neither ordinary nor routine. He wanted to see him as much as possible.



    



    “I know why you started smoking again... That’s why I brought up the topic of cigarettes.”



    



    Hae-seong, who had stopped at the traffic light once again, muttered blankly as if talking to himself. His face, which slowly turned to Choi Hong-seo, was suffering from intense emotions. The difficult and unbelievable process of recognizing the lover in front of him was reviving inside him.



    



    “So from now on, don’t smoke in secret. Instead, smoke in front of me.”



    



    In order to save him even a little from the emotional turmoil, Choi Hong-seo smiled.



    



    “Still... I think it would be good if we could break up, even if it’s slow.”



    



    Hae-seong Lee’s hand, which had been hanging limply on his thigh, came over and covered the back of Hong-seo Choi’s hand. It seemed like he was just going to grab his hand, but he hooked his little finger instead.



    



    “If you tell me to hang up, I should hang up. Who said that?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo also laughed at his joke. The link that was connected only with his little finger seemed too weak, so he held onto his hand tightly with his fingers interlocked. The signal changed, but Lee Hae-seong left his right hand, which was held by Choi Hong-seo, and started the car.



    



    “It was when you told me to smoke in front of you. I was so excited. My baby had all that kind of energy.”



    



    “The only people who see me as a child are old men.”



    



    “Hongseo looks like a kid twelve years younger than me.”



    



    Listening to him, it seemed like that might be the case.



    



    “The twelve-year age gap was a concern. Now that we’re one year apart, he’s become an even worse thief.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong clicked his tongue and shook his head. It was as he said. If Choi Hong-seo were alive, he would have been twenty-eight, but Yoon Hye-an was twenty-seven now. There was a thirteen-year age difference between him and him, who was forty.



    



    “I’m not a thief. Then and now, you never stole anything from me.”



    



    If I had to be specific, I would say I am a thief. I was about to add that, but then I closed my mouth. I thought it would only upset him.



    



    “I appreciate you looking at me like that, but... can I steal some of Hongseo’s time?”



    



    “Isn’t it a little late to go on a date? Tomorrow is Monday.”



    



    “It’s a date, but it’s a long date. I’m not going to work for a while.”



    



    “Aren’t you going to work?”



    



    “Thanks to Seo Jun-young, the crank-in was postponed, and I took a vacation because I wanted to travel with Hong Seo.”



    



    “Is that okay?”



    



    “That’s okay. Well, I guess I’ll have to take care of some work while I’m traveling.”



    



    “Speaking of senior Seo Jun-young...”



    



    “I made an appointment for a Hongseo screening at a clinic in Minnesota, USA.”



    



    As if he didn't want to waste time and emotions on things like Seo Jun-young, or as if there were more important issues, Lee Hae-seong interrupted Hong-seo. His voice was stiff, so Choi Hong-seo didn't have the courage to bring up the topic of Seo Jun-young again.



    



    “It’s a hospital that is considered first-class, both in the United States and around the world. We’ll do every test that can be done there.”



    



    It seemed like he knew what the purpose of the trip was. Choi Hong-seo unconsciously held onto Lee Hae-seong's hand tighter.



    



    “You promised me you would find a way.”



    



    Understanding also gave strength to the face.



    



    “They’ll definitely figure something out. They’ll do something about that stain. I’m not trying to disrespect the level of Korean medicine, but we’ve done everything we can here.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo thought of the business card of the shaman Lee Jong-ik still in his cardigan pocket. He knew Lee Hae-seong’s heart that wanted to solve things with the power of proven systems and principles, such as medicine or science, but... the fact that another person’s soul woke up in the body of someone who was just breathing unconsciously was a kind of error that could not be explained by systems or principles. Could an error that occurred outside of principles be corrected with principles?



    



    "mister."



    



    “It’ll take a long time because it’s a checkup that examines every little detail, but it’s just a checkup. Don’t worry. I’ll be with you the whole time. Okay?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo was about to ask, “Can I visit that shaman one more time?” but then changed his mind. Then he looked at him with a brave face and nodded.



    



    “But when are we leaving?”



    



    “I’m leaving the country in a week.”



    



    “Well, before I go to America, I have one favor to ask.”



    



    As promised, I will introduce Lee Hae-seong to Park Dong-ha. However, I cannot let it be the 'introduction' that Park Dong-ha wanted. I had no intention of sending Lee Hae-seong to such a place, and I had no intention of deceiving Park Dong-ha by sending Lee Hae-seong, who had no intention of doing so.



    



    Lee Hae-seong glanced at the passenger seat, wondering what his lover, who rarely acted like a spoiled brat, would ask for. Late on a Sunday night. The urban expressway leading to Bundang was wide open. They would arrive at their destination in 20 minutes, but that was plenty of time.



    



    ■
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    The news that the first snow would be late this year was true.



    



    A damp fog enveloped Seoul, and the light rain that had started yesterday continued to drizzle all day. It was still the same even now, in the evening.



    



    Knox Hotel, part of the Hanseo Group.



    



    I had promised to meet Park Dong-ha at the hotel's French restaurant that evening, and Lee Hae-seong and Choi Hong-seo arrived a day early to enjoy some leisurely time together.



    



    The hotel was built on high ground and boasted a cool view even from the lower floors, but because of the fog and rain, only the garden of the hotel right below could be seen.



    



    Standing by the window of his room, Choi Hong-seo recalled the hotel in Jakarta, Indonesia. Jakarta was the place he stayed before moving to Bangkok, Thailand, where he ended his life. The cityscape of Jakarta that he saw from his room there was also blurred and foggy, and there, Choi Hong-seo had already begun to prepare himself for his own end. Consciously or unconsciously.



    



    As the 'X-Group Scandal' spread quickly, Go Ji-woon, an idol-turned-actor who was also acquainted with Choi Hong-seo, was accused of being X-Group. Go Ji-woon, who had attempted suicide at home, was recovering in the hospital at the time, and the public was now ready to start hunting for the next X-Group.



    



    The source of the 'X-Group Scandal', in which the truth was distorted and re-edited maliciously to the disadvantage of a specific person, was of course Lee Seo-kyung. It was a warning letter that Lee Seo-kyung sent to Choi Hong-seo.



    



    The past filled with blood and pus was sure to cause suffering to Lee Hae-seong. Should he hide behind his power and ask Lee Seo-kyung to take responsibility for the past and sort it out, or should he at least strike at Lee Seo-kyung, who thought he would give in and was just waiting for it to fall into his mouth? Choi Hong-seo had to make a decision.



    



    And the means of resistance available to those who had nothing were limited.



    



    “What can you see outside? The view isn’t that great because of the fog.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo turned around at the sound of Lee Hae-seong's affectionate voice coming from behind. Lee Hae-seong, fully dressed, was just coming out of the dressing room.



    



    He walked down the hallway, wearing a light blue shirt underneath a V-neck knit, adjusting the strap of his wristwatch. He looked neat but not overly formal, but comfortable. In other words, he looked beautiful in every movement thanks to the dignity and neat behavior that came with it without being overly formal.



    



    It was just as he said.



    



    The facial features, the limbs, the body. More unique than the beauty of the body itself was the way he handled and used it. The way he used chopsticks, the way he drove, the way he spoke softly when talking on the phone about work, and even the way he walked toward her now. He loved all the ways in which Understanding existed.



    



    “What’s wrong? Just staring.”



    



    “It was cool. That’s why I watched it so hard.”



    



    “Hmm... I thought I was used to this kind of compliment. But now that it’s from someone I like, I feel embarrassed all over again.”



    



    “You’re really cool, mister. Whether you’re wearing a suit, like this, or even more casually at home...”



    



    “Even when you’re not wearing anything?”



    



    “......”



    



    Lee Hae-seong asked with a playful hint as he wrapped his arms around Choi Hong-seo's waist. Feeling each other with their lower bodies touching was always thrilling. After checking into the room yesterday afternoon, they spent a whole day here alone, touching, tasting, and feeling each other, but the passion that blossomed at the moment of contact was always new.



    



    “I think I look the best when I’m not wearing anything.”



    



    “Hoo...”



    



    He didn't know he would hear such an answer, Hae-seong said with wide eyes, delighted. It was the face of someone who was delighted to hear such an unexpectedly reckless answer from someone he had thought of as a child. He looked down at his lover in his arms and lightly shook the tip of his nose.



    



    “If I have to do it, I will do it too. Is that your exact face?”



    



    He kissed her this time, where he had let go of her hand. His slightly rough and warm lips pressed hard against the tip of her nose. His lips, which had descended to her philtrum, gently cupped Choi Hongseo’s upper lip. Her lips were warmer than her other skin. She felt like she was melting in that warmth. Choi Hongseo wrapped his arms around his back. It was a reassuring hug, like embracing a thick tree with wide and deep roots that would not sway in any wind. The moment they parted their lips, expecting a more intimate kiss, the sound of a bell interrupted the two of them.



    



    “Ah... I guess what I asked for has arrived.”



    



    He ended it with a short kiss instead of a deep kiss, and Lee Hae-seong's expression clearly showed regret. However, as he turned to face me as he headed toward the door, his face quickly became excited again.



    



    The visitor who appeared at first glance was not a hotelier but an attendant of Hae-seong. Hae-seong, who was returning to the living room, was holding a small, well-packaged box. He said, “Come here,” and stood in front of the table, holding the small box up to eye level.



    



    “What is that?”



    



    “Try to solve it.”



    



    From the moment he half-opened the rustling wrapping paper, Choi Hong-seo's hands and breathing began to tremble. Lee Hae-seong approached Choi Hong-seo from behind and loosely wrapped his arms around his lower abdomen.



    



    “I had already ordered it when Hongseo came to Bundang, but it arrived now because it was made to order. The manufacturing method is complicated.”



    



    He whispered quietly as if telling a secret, rubbing his lips against Choi Hong-seo's temple.



    



    Inside the simple box with nothing written on it was perfume.



    



    A unique scent that Lee Hae-seong uses on special order, and that no one else shares. It was the scent that Choi Hong-seo first recognized as Lee Hae-seong's scent on their first date, when they walked together on Sowol-ro, and it was also the perfume that Lee Hae-seong gave him as a gift after their first sleep. A scent that only Lee Hae-seong and Choi Hong-seo share.



    



    Lee Hae-seong stepped in to replace Choi Hong-seo, who was speechless because he could not easily open the box.



    



    “I know. I used to get upset when I gave you different perfumes in the same bottle.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong hugged Choi Hong-seo tightly and let go, then came over and opened the box.



    



    He was talking about 'Yoon Hye-an's' birthday party. Lee Hae-seong, who took 'Yoon Hye-an' to the individual break room, gave her this perfume as a gift. No, this perfume and another perfume that was the same as the bottle.



    



    “It wasn’t just to see the reaction.”



    



    “......”



    



    “At that time, I had already passed the stage of gradually suspecting Yoon Hye-an.”



    



    “At what... stage?”



    



    “Yoon Hye-an had no connection with Choi Hong-seo, and even if she had seen records of our two-person affairs somewhere, she would not have been able to know Choi Hong-seo’s speech. Is it possible to do something like this by imitating him using information she had collected? Such a… confusion without an answer.”



    



    Hae-seong, who took the perfume out of the box, slightly rolled up the sleeves of the black knit top that Choi Hong-seo was wearing. Choi Hong-seo left him to do as he pleased, focusing only on the side of his face.



    



    “That’s why I said number 6. Because it’s impossible.”



    



    “Yes. There are clearly only five choices. No matter how much I think about it, there’s no answer among them. Normally, I’m the type of person who never chooses an answer outside of the choices...”



    



    Hae-seong Lee, who had stopped talking, took a deep breath for a moment. Then he looked back at Hong-seo Choi, who was standing next to him at the table, and met his eyes. He spoke with a faint smile that was easy to miss.



    



    “I chose number 6, and it was the correct answer.”



    



    The perfume was sprayed on Choi Hong-seo's wrist, which was revealed under the sleeves. Not on the inside of the wrist, but on the outside. The moment it was sprayed, the scent that immediately took over his sense of smell spread to Choi Hong-seo's memories and emotions in an instant. The scent was Lee Hae-seong, and all of his memories with Lee Hae-seong. He couldn't help but feel excited.



    



    “I know. I know very well that you are a rational person. So... I didn’t expect it.”



    



    “Do you hate me for giving you different perfume in the same bottle? Was that cruel?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo lifted his right wrist, inhaled the scent from a closer angle, and shook his head strongly. It was cruel, but it wasn’t at all. Lee Hae-seong, who was standing next to him, put his arm on Choi Hong-seo’s shoulder and gently stroked the hair behind his ear.



    



    “Weren’t you really disappointed? The moment you realized that the perfume smelled different, Hongseo… couldn’t hide your expression?”



    



    “It was a little heartbreaking. I thought that the old man was doing that to Yoon Hye-an, not to me...”



    



    “You tried not to hate me while thinking like that?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong turned Choi Hong-seo's shoulder to face him. A complex face with a mixture of regret and happiness looked down at Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “I don’t hate you. No matter what happens.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong stared into the eyes of his lover who spoke confidently and clearly. Choi Hong-seo’s eyes were free of doubt as he spoke confidently, saying that he could not compromise on loving Lee Hae-seong, even if he didn’t know anything else.



    



    Haa. After a sweet sigh, Lee Hae-seong pulled Choi Hong-seo’s shoulder and hugged him to his chest. With their ears and cheeks touching each other, Lee Hae-seong adjusted his body in his arms several times.



    



    “Just don’t hate me?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo smiled absentmindedly and put his arm around Lee Hae-seong's back.



    



    “I like you. I love you too... a lot.”



    



    "hmm."



    



    With a loud noise, he hugged Choi Hong-seo tightly as if he was going to crush him. It was a strength that made the bones in his shoulders and chest feel stiff. If he was held by this strength, it was a strength that made him feel like he couldn't disappear.



    



    “The perfumes have the same bottles but different contents. These perfumes have different bottles but the contents are the same. Which one do you like better, Hongseo?”



    



    “Of course I like this perfume. I like this.”



    



    “That’s right, Hongseo. Me too.”



    



    “What is it?”



    



    “It’s not the container that matters, it’s the scent. It’s not the outside that counts, it’s the scent inside that counts.”



    



    "ah..."



    



    I didn't care that it was crumpled, I held his knit in my hands and closed my eyes. I buried myself in his arms, rubbing my face against his neck and shoulder.



    



    "mister."



    



    "huh."



    



    “Mr. Haesung.”



    



    "...huh."



    



    This time the answer came after a low laugh.



    



    “It was you who got me a nice room at a nice hotel during my overseas schedule, right?”



    



    “......”



    



    For a moment, his body stiffened. He realized that the 'overseas schedule' he was talking about was before his death. Soon, a soft sigh was heard, and a large hand slowly stroked the back of Choi Hong-seo's head.



    



    “Because that was all I could do.”



    



    “Don’t say that’s all. You’re the only one who treated me like that.”
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    “Because that was all I could do.”



    



    “Don’t say that’s all. You’re the only one who treated me like that.”



    



    I was holding him at the same time as I was holding him. When I was like this, I didn't feel anxious even if I closed my eyes and couldn't see him. With someone holding me so tightly, I didn't think I could just disappear. But I couldn't figure out what was keeping my emotions from shaking.



    



    The memories that I try hard not to recall may actually be the memories that my current self needs to face the most.



    



    Choi Hong-seo continued to adjust the back of his knitwear. As if he was hanging on without hesitation. Then he rubbed his face on his shoulder and the nape of his neck. As if he was being playful, or as if he was trying to leave his scent. These were all actions he had not been able to do in the past.



    



    “I had to laugh like a toy without the slightest sense of pride or emotion, trying to please the VIPs. The old man... said I was a VIP...”



    



    Understanding tightened his arms as if to suffocate her. His breath was rough against her ear and cheek.



    



    “That’s exactly what it is, Hongseo. A very important person. Who else is my VIP besides you? You’re the only important person, and if you work for me in my house, you’re the person I have to pay the most attention to.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo shook his head strongly, burying his forehead on his shoulder. Was it because of the lingering scent of perfume? He could not avoid the attack of memories. The boiling hot emotions were finally released as tears.



    



    “That’s not it. Not now… In the past, when I was Choi Hong-seo...”



    



    Feeling the dampness on the nape of his neck, Hae-seong carefully let go of Choi Hong-seo. As he looked into his face and wiped his cheek, his hands were as delicate as ever, as if he was handling something precious.



    



    “If you have something to say, speak slowly. It’s okay. Okay?”



    



    “At first, I slept in the guest room in Seocho-dong. When I woke up, the old man was not there... But someone said he was in the dressing room on the second floor... There, I heard him talking to Director Kang.”



    



    “......”



    



    “To Director Kang, I am... the VVIP of this house.”



    



    Just as I had sneaked out of the dressing room and laid back down on the bed after hearing those words, hot tears flowed down without a moment to stop them. Lee Hae-seong, who had been listening carefully to each word while covering Choi Hong-seo’s cheeks with his palms, suddenly lifted Choi Hong-seo’s face with a rough movement.



    



    A moment before death.



    



    Even Lee Hae-seong himself didn't know that Choi Hong-seo was listening.



    



    It was another powerful piece of evidence.



    



    Although he had already completely believed that it was Choi Hong-seo, he was shaken violently by the evidence that confirmed it once again. His large shoulders shook and his breathing, which was panting, touched Choi Hong-seo’s cheek. He touched his face here and there urgently and, as if he could not bear it, he hugged his lover fiercely again.



    



    “Were you listening to that?”



    



    “A real VIP called me a VIP... That alone made the past seem worth it.”



    



    Haa... A deep sigh, as if his chest was collapsing, different from his usual sweet sighs, came out from deep within Hae-seong's lungs.



    



    Choi Hong-seo quickly blinked his eyes to keep from shedding tears as he once again hugged her broad back, which was curved toward him, with both arms.



    



    “I really wanted to say this. You are... as far as I know, the only person who deserves the title of VIP.”



    



    “......”



    



    “That’s why I respected it, and that’s why I loved it.”



    



    But it was impossible not to cry. Hae-seong, with a bewildered expression like someone who had heard an unbelievable confession, slowly pulled Choi Hong-seo away from my body.



    



    Tears flowed from Choi Hong-seo’s eyelashes and the corners of his eyes, but Lee Hae-seong quickly wiped them away. If Choi Hong-seo’s tears fell to the floor, it was as if everything he had in his hands would break apart. There were tears in Lee Hae-seong’s eyes too, but he never let them fall.



    



    “I loved Hongseo because she loved me so much.”



    



    “......”



    



    Hae-seong tried his best to smile while looking at his lover's face, who was looking up at him like a child who had just taken a difficult class, saying that he didn't really understand what he meant. He ran his thumb over her lips, which were shiny and wet from tears, and stroked her cheek with his other finger.



    



    “There’s not much time left until our appointment. You should stop crying now. I’ll wash your face with a wet towel. Come here.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong took Choi Hong-seo by the hand and led him to the bathroom, and Choi Hong-seo held onto Lee Hae-seong's waist and hung on. This was a very rare occurrence for Choi Hong-seo, who was usually a well-behaved child.



    



    “You don’t want to fall? Then, should I give you some water? Let’s drink some water.”



    



    “Before I left the hotel, the last thing I did in my room was... spray this perfume.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who was about to grab a bottle of water from the minibar with Choi Hong-seo hanging from his waist, froze in place.



    



    “I felt okay because I could smell you... I felt like we were together. So... Don’t get sick thinking about how scared I was.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo recalled the 'feeling of sorrow' that Lee Hae-seong had mentioned.



    



    Before he committed suicide, Myung Do-hoon, whom I had personally reported, was sentenced and incarcerated. The photos on the camera that Lee Hae-seong had lent me, which I had to delete one by one in tears, were all restored and decorated with the photo exhibition  of 'Rampas'. Lee Seo-kyung, who had forced herself to death, was murdered by 'someone' and was no longer of this world.



    



    After waking up as Yoon Hye-an, she moved into a small officetel, and instead of the original poster that Lee Hae-seong had given her as a gift, she had put in a crude imitation in the temple she had set up there. Next to it, instead of the perfume that Lee Hae-seong had given to Choi Hong-seo, there was a bottle filled with a different perfume.



    



    The current me is fake. A counterfeit. That's what I thought.



    



    But now, I was loved by him again as Choi Hong-seo, and I was living with him in his house. In the study of that house, the original movie posters he had given me as a gift were hanging side by side, and now, instead of a 'fake' with the same bottle, I had the exact same perfume I had given to Choi Hong-seo in my hand.



    



    There was no lingering regret.



    



    There was no hope left, but there was a wish.



    



    I wish this person would stop being sick. If only I could be sure that this person would not be sick, I would pay any price for it. Isn't this the person who washed away all the lingering feelings?



    



    “No, Hongseo. If you keep doing this, you’ll get sick again. Let’s not think about that right now.”



    



    “Sir... I love you. I really do.”



    



    “I really love you too. Why are you talking as if I don’t believe you? Okay?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had been holding Choi Hong-seo's cheeks in his hands, lowered his head and brought his face right up to his nose.



    



    “Right now, we’re holding each other like this, Hongseo. Stop thinking about the past. Now, look at me. Just think about me. That way, you won’t get hurt.”



    



    I tried to focus on his eyes, still with tears hanging from the corners of my eyes. Without any effort, the world before my eyes was filled with understanding.



    



    “Choi Hongseo, who do you love?”



    



    “...understanding.”



    



    A warm smile and a kiss followed. And a firm hug.



    



    “Yeah, good job. Good job, our Hongseo. You did a great job.”



    



    That's all you have to think about. From now on, we're going to think about nothing else. Just us. We're going to think about only the fact that we love each other and want to be together. We're going to define those who support that as good, and those who hinder it as evil.



    



    His whispers sounded like an auditory hallucination coming from far away.



    



    ■



    



    “To the guest room? Um... You don’t have to do that.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong was lying half-way down on the four-person sofa. Choi Hong-seo, who was lying face down on top of her, was holding tightly to the side of Lee Hae-seong's knitted garment.



    



    While stroking Choi Hong-seo's hair and rubbing it between his fingers, Lee Hae-seong was on the phone with his cousin.



    



    “Okay, then. I think I’ll be alone for about 30 minutes anyway.”



    



    I liked the sound of his voice as I listened to his chest. And his strong heartbeat. It felt like it was inside his body.



    



    After ending the call, Hae-seong Lee bowed his head and kissed Hong-seo Choi's crown.



    



    “Is that cousin coming to say hello?”



    



    “I came here on purpose without saying anything, but I guess he heard me.”



    



    If it was the cousin that Lee Hae-seong was talking about, then it was Jeong Ji-in's lover. Now Choi Hong-seo also knew after hearing it from Lee Hae-seong.



    



    “Hongseo? Have you calmed down a bit?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded.



    



    “You can reschedule your appointment for another day.”



    



    “Perfume, um, perfume made me suddenly emotional... that’s what happened.”



    



    I felt embarrassed at the moment when I had let out my emotions. I cleared my throat and straightened my body from where I was lying. Lee Hae-seong, who got up after me, pointed to the table and spoke in a serious tone.



    



    “I have to throw away all the perfume. It made our Hongseo cry like this.”



    



    It was a tone that sounded like scolding an innocent stone or the corner of a desk for making a child cry. Even though he knew that she was just saying that and had no real intention of doing so, Choi Hong-seo quietly got up and packed the perfume into the bag he had left on the dining chair.



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had been secretly laughing with his hand covering his mouth, got up from the sofa to see Choi Hong-seo off. He cleared his throat and tried to hide his laughter.



    



    “You two talk first, then call me. I’ll come down right away.”



    



    “I will do that.”



    



    “You won’t make me worry, right?”



    



    "yes."



    



    Lee Hae-seong smiled happily as he gently rubbed the face with his thumb once more while nodding and answering politely.



    



    The arrival of Lee Hae-seong's cousin and Jeong Ji-in's lover was just as Choi Hong-seo was about to leave the guest room. The three of them exchanged brief greetings inside the hallway. The not-so-small hallway felt crowded with Lee Hae-seong and his cousin alone. Their height, physique, and masculine, handsome faces looked quite similar, even though they were cousins. On the contrary, Lee Seo-kyung had a different vibe from the two. Compared to them, she was thinner, more nervous, and more obsessive...



    



    “Ms. Hyean, do you remember the cousin I mentioned a few times? The team leader at the Knox Hotel… Oh, and when was he promoted to managing director? He keeps making mistakes.”



    



    As soon as he thought of Lee Seo-kyung, Choi Hong-seo felt his stomach turn, but he pulled himself together at the touch of Lee Hae-seong's hand gently touching his back, and looked at the man in front of him, a man as big as his lover.



    



    “It’s because it doesn’t stick to your mouth, huh? Nice to meet you, I’m Lee Han.”



    



    “Hello. This is Yoon Hye-an.”



    



    The shape and size of the handshake also resembled understanding.



    



    This person is Jiin's older brother's lover. And Seo-kyung Lee's younger brother.



    



    “I heard you and your brother are going to be in a movie together. You’re the actor who starred in , right?”
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“I heard you and your brother are going to be in a movie together. You’re the actor who starred in , right?”





"yes."





The man's handshake was polite and strong. It was the handshake of a confident person. The atmosphere conveyed by his facial features and expressions was the same. Born into the Hanseo Group owner family and possessing such good looks, it would be strange for him to lack confidence.





The man in the black turtleneck sweater glanced at Hae-seong and spoke with subtle caution in his tone.





“This is a work that has a great personal meaning to you. Please take good care of it.”





“I will work hard.”





Choi Hong-seo's voice suddenly became dry and trembled. He knew all too well why  was such a meaningful piece to Lee Hae-seong.





Lee Hae-seong's hand landed on Choi Hong-seo's shoulder as he bowed his head and clasped his hands together in greeting.





“Mr. Hyean, this executive director isn’t even an investor in our film, so there’s no need to be so polite to him. He’s not the same age as Mr. Hyean, he’s only a year older.”





“Really? Twenty-seven years old?”





The man looked at Choi Hong-seo again with an expression of disbelief, but Choi Hong-seo was equally surprised. It wasn’t because the man had old eyesight, as is often said, but because of his imposing physique, height, and confident composure, he didn’t look like he was in his twenties at all.





“Oh, I apologize for being rude. I thought you were at most twenty-four or twenty-five years old. You look as young as anyone I know.”





Even if he was not in the direct sphere of influence, it was rare for a chaebol family to treat a mere actor who was neither a top star nor a famous one in this way. While he thought that he was Lee Hae-seong's cousin, on the other hand, he wondered if this person was really Lee Seo-kyung's real brother. Such doubts made the man look closely.





“Is that what you’re talking about, Mr. Jiin?”





Lee Hae-seong snickered while still placing his hand on Yoon Hye-an’s shoulder. The man’s gaze turned to Lee Hae-seong. When Jeong Ji-in’s name was directly called, Choi Hong-seo also looked back at Lee Hae-seong.





“Then, actor Jung isn’t young?”





“Jung Bae-woo, it’s true that it’s hard to guess your age with that mask. But it’s not something you can be proud of talking about.”





The playful understanding seemed enjoyable. I heard that after the incident, he spent time with the Jung Ji-in couple and became much closer, and it was a conversation that felt like it had that kind of casual distance. It was a little fortunate that he had someone like Jung Ji-in by his side. He was grateful.





"Hongseo, let's hold on. If we hold on, we'll seize the opportunity. Let's hold on. Okay?"





In the end, he couldn't hold on and let go, causing him to fall, but that didn't mean that the words of comfort that Jeong Ji-in had given him lost their value.





“I’m a huge fan of yours. I think it would be nice if you could make room for me sometime.”





“Oh, really?”





At Haeseong Lee's words that introduced 'Yoon Hye-an' as a fan of Jeong Ji-in, the man tilted his head as if he was seeing things again and looked at Hongseo Choi.





“You have a keen eye. Actor Jung, which work do you like the most?”





“Lee Soo’s acting in  is really the best, and I also like 
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    “ARA Understanding? With Yoon Hye-an? Not a sponsor?”



    



    Park Dong-ha, with a shocked face, was lost in thought. It seemed as if he was going over the things he had witnessed. Park Dong-ha’s expression gradually changed from shock to astonishment. Park Dong-ha’s eyes, which had been looking somewhere on the table, turned to Choi Hong-seo. The guy’s neck joints were like rusty, creaking machines that had not been oiled.



    



    “Someone like the Vice President... why are you with my brother?”



    



    At that moment, Park Dong-ha's question was just a pure question, a feeling of wonder.



    



    Even though he knew that the person that Park Dong-ha was talking about was 'Yoon Hye-an', who 'Lee Hae-seong would never accept as a lover', Choi Hong-seo was instantly immersed in the question.



    



    Out of focus.



    



    The out-of-focus that Lee Hae-seong spoke of could be interpreted as love at first sight, but the Lee Hae-seong that Choi Hong-seo had known so far was not someone who would devote this much of his heart to someone. Interest, curiosity. The out-of-focus of their first meeting was probably just a trigger.



    



    “I’m pretty greedy, so I don’t think I could accept such an absurdity. I think it’s amazing that he sacrificed himself for the team for so many years.”



    



    How desperate life is for Choi Hong-seo, how much energy he puts into it. Hae-seong was the one who noticed his efforts. He couldn't help but feel heartbroken by the VIP who noticed his struggles that no one else cared about. Hae-seong himself must have kept his eyes on Choi Hong-seo for that reason. He's the kind of person who loves scents more than people's appearances.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been sitting across from Park Dong-ha, who was astonished at the fact that Lee Hae-seong and Yoon Hye-an were lovers, looked at Park Dong-ha with a faint smile as he went back to their first meeting.



    



    “Yeah. I can’t help but agree with that.”



    



    Park Dong-ha's eyes, which never let their guard down, were glaring at 'Yoon Hye-an'.



    



    “People say I smell good, but I don’t really know what I smell like.”



    



    “What’s that? Are you bragging that ARA’s understanding is crazy about you?”



    



    “It was just a soliloquy. Don’t worry about it.”



    



    “So? Now that you’ve shared your secret, you want me to believe you?”



    



    “You keep bringing up the Vice President… I can’t introduce the Vice President to you. I decided to tell you the truth. Otherwise, every time I bring up the Vice President in front of you, I’ll be deceiving you.”



    



    Although his eyes were still focused on me with a strong gaze and his lips were tightly shut, I could tell that Park Dong-ha’s emotions had become more relaxed than before. It seemed like he was trying to trust ‘Yoon Hye-an’, who had been fooled over and over again.



    



    But this time, Park Dong-ha will not be betrayed by Yoon Hye-an.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had become more determined, sat closer to the table.



    



    “Every time I find out what kind of person I was, I feel really miserable. But… there are people who were hurt because of me, so I can’t keep hiding by making excuses like I don’t remember.”



    



    I was serious. I am not Yoon Hye-an, so it was not something I could simply think of as not doing. Choi Hong-seo was now in the form of Yoon Hye-an, and thankfully, if this situation continued, he would have to continue to live as Yoon Hye-an in society.



    



    That's why I was just trying to take responsibility. No matter what my true circumstances were, people would only see me as trying to avoid responsibility by hiding behind the words "I don't remember."



    



    The spots keep growing, and I can't be sure how long I can stay by his side. Even if it weren't for the trouble Yoon Hye-an caused, my nose would be three inches. It wasn't my intention to be a good person, but my struggle to survive, to live as Yoon Hye-an.



    



    “You were like that too, Dong-ha. Just because you lost your memory, your acting skills suddenly changed and all that. That’s just so weird!”



    



    “......”



    



    Park Dong-ha's gaze fell on the table. The guy's nostrils flared as he bit his lower lip. His face looked like he was about to cry, holding back tears. What CEO Im Sang-jin said was probably right. The guy wasn't so cruel that he could hate someone endlessly. Even if it was the object of his resentment.



    



    “I don’t know how it happened either. Strange things happened after the accident, my memories disappeared, and I became different from before… Can’t you believe that and give me a chance?”



    



    Park Dong-ha now roughly ran his palm over his face as if he was rubbing it. The face of the guy revealed behind his palm was bright red.



    



    “Think about the ‘Titan’ story again. Last time, I said that because I hated you. When we get back together, I’ll really take lessons and practice hard. I’ll even memorize all the old choreography again. Okay?”



    



    “It’s late...”



    



    “......”



    



    “It’s already too late...”



    



    It wasn't just his face that was red. Park Dong-ha's eyes, as he muttered so desperately, quickly turned bloodshot.



    



    Drrrrrr. I was startled as if my heart was racing at the sound of my phone vibrating. It was an overreaction, just like when Choi Hong-seo showed up in this private room. He must have put his phone down on the chair next to him, so he stretched out his arm to check the message, swallowed dry saliva, and drank water.



    



    “Where is it late or not? It’s a matter of me trying and you believing in me. I’ll show you my consistent efforts so that you won’t doubt me anymore...”



    



    “That’s not it!”



    



    He covered his face with both throbbing hands, his elbows resting on the table, and clutched his hair as if he were going to tear it out.



    



    “Me too... I couldn’t help it... You were a bad person, hyung. You always were. If only you had just kept being a bad person...”



    



    It was then. The private room door opened without a knock. The two people's heads turned toward the entrance at the same time. An unexpected figure was smiling crookedly, one hand in his suit pants pocket.



    



    “Here, I am a little late.”



    



    The face that came in while making a fuss. It was President Cho.



    



    ■



    



    “Hye-an. How have you been?”



    



    President Cho, who had barged in without any instructions from the staff, sat down next to Park Dong-ha, who was frozen.



    



    “I was upset because you didn’t come to me even though I died and came back to life...”



    



    Suddenly, President Cho started to snort.



    



    “I thought I caught a big fish like Lee Hae-seong, who will become the chairman of ARA Group. Then what? Jo Seong-hyeon, the CEO of a construction company, is nothing more than a small fish. I understand, I understand.”



    



    Nodding, President Cho grabbed the jug of water on the edge of the table and filled the glass.



    



    President Cho. How on earth was this going? Choi Hong-seo tried to figure out the situation. However, since he had no memory of Yoon Hye-an, he couldn’t figure it out. Park Dong-ha’s reaction, who lowered his head so that his chin touched his collarbone, made it impossible to figure out anything.



    



    President Cho put down his glass, bringing just a sip of the water he had poured to his lips, and said.



    



    “When I heard that our Hyean had lost her memory, I couldn’t just sit still.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I brought some mementos with me in case they help me regain my memories.”



    



    A video started playing on the cell phone that President Cho had placed on the table.



    



    The screen was dark, so only a vague silhouette could be seen from where Choi Hong-seo was sitting, but the content of the video could be easily guessed from the audio alone.



    



    [Ah, Daddy... Daddy, I love it... After sucking the dicks of those fucking ugly grandpas... When I do it with Daddy... Sigh, ah, fuck, it feels so good...]



    



    Exaggerated screaming sounds coming from the video.



    



    The naked protagonist panting in the close-up camera angle was, without a doubt, Yoon Hye-an.



    



    Choi Hong-seo's lips parted, his chest arched, and he exhaled deeply.



    



    “Originally, I was going to meet this vice president and talk about money. But after listening closely, things were going well, so I modified my plan a bit.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo tried to control his breathing, holding the edge of the chair with both hands. The floor was already shaking. It was a sign of 'that symptom'. He had to brace himself.



    



    One of the many sponsors that Yoon Hye-an had passed through was President Cho. I thought I knew that much. I also thought he had been listening to all the conversations here through Park Dong-ha’s cell phone. But I couldn’t figure out why he had shown up here and what he wanted.



    



    “I guess the memories helped you recall your memories. That’s good, Hyean.”



    



    President Cho, who spoke in a voice that was so smooth that it was almost slippery, took the menu on Park Dong-ha's plate and flipped it over as he continued speaking.



    



    Even though the volume was turned down, the sex video of Yoon Hye-an was still playing on the table.



    



    “It seems like your memory was fine from the beginning, though. Dong-ha, you believed him even after being treated like that? If you lost your memory, why would you make that face when you saw me standing in front of the door?”



    



    Tsk tsk tsk... President Cho patted Park Dong-ha's shoulder and clicked his tongue before turning his attention to the menu.



    



    “No, Dong-ha. That’s not it. It was something else… I heard something from that person, so that’s why you had that expression.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo explained with a cold sweat. Whether you remember or not, it doesn’t matter anymore. Park Dong-ha lowered his head heavily.



    



    Now I feel like I have some idea of ​​the situation.



    



    After Yoon Hye-an left the team, the solution chosen by the cornered Park Dong-ha was probably not private loans, but rather a 'sponsor'.



    



    President Cho probably has plenty of videos and photos of Park Dong-ha as well as Yoon Hye-an. And he probably used that as an excuse to blackmail Park Dong-ha. To get Lee Hae-seong to understand him through Yoon Hye-an.



    



    Then it makes sense. Park Dong-ha's recent appearances, where he seemed unstable as if he was being chased while chasing 'Yoon Hye-an'.



    



    『The vice president... is he affectionate when he does that? He wouldn't make strange demands, would he?』



    



    Why he said that, and the real meaning behind it, became clear now. At that time, Park Dong-ha was thinking of his sponsor, President Cho. His sponsor who was not affectionate, made strange demands, and threatened to make him do things he did not want to do.



    



    “What about food? Are you all not thinking? I’m really hungry right now, so I need to eat something.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who was glaring at President Cho's face as he tapped the corner of his lips with the sharp corner of the menu, pushed his chair and stood up.



    



    “I was supposed to meet Dong-ha, but I don’t know what’s going on because there was no appointment. I’ll just go.”



    



    “Sit down.”



    



    The dry and firm voice of President Cho was completely devoid of the oiliness that had been floating around just a moment ago.



    



    “Call me. Understanding, you don’t have to come down.”



    



    “......”



    



    President Cho looked up at Choi Hong-seo while shaking the cell phone on which the video was playing.



    



    “Or, what? Why don’t we invite the vice president here today and have a screening? I don’t mind either.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo slowly sat down again, his eyes fixed on President Cho. He took out his cell phone from his jacket pocket, but his hand slipped and he dropped the phone twice.



    



    My fingers were trembling as I opened my recent call log. There was only one person on the list. Mr. Carrot Seller.
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    My fingers were trembling as I opened my recent call log. There was only one person on the list. Mr. Carrot Seller.



    



    “Put it on speakerphone.”



    



    He raised his head at the commanding voice. President Cho, sitting loosely next to Park Dong-ha and diagonally across from Choi Hong-seo, tapped his fingers on the cell phone on which the video was playing.



    



    “You know? With just one finger, the video is shared right away. Let’s do it right.”



    



    Then finally I stopped the video.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who put his phone down on the table, tried to call the 'carrot seller'. He didn't even have time to count the number on his fingers. He must have been waiting for the call to come down to the restaurant, because he heard his voice before the signal even went through.



    



    [hello.]



    



    “It’s me.”



    



    I didn't add, "Mister." That was a nickname for Choi Hong-seo, not a title, and I had no intention of telling them that.



    



    [Yeah, I know.]



    



    It was a calm and affectionate voice, as usual.



    



    “Um... Can I talk to Dong-ha alone today? I’ll introduce the vice president later.”



    



    [Why? Didn't the conversation go well?]



    



    “No, on the contrary. The conversation went better than I expected. Today, I thought I could hear Dong-ha’s story and resolve any misunderstandings… I’m sorry for coming all the way here with you. But… is that okay?”



    



    Surprisingly, I didn't feel any anxiety in my voice or tone at all. On the contrary, the thin knit he had chosen for me was becoming damp with cold sweat.



    



    [If the baby wants to do it, then do it.]



    



    “I won’t move. Let’s talk a bit more here… and then I’ll go straight to my room.”



    



    [Okay. I'll wait.]



    



    "yes."



    



    [...don't be too late. I'll be waiting.]



    



    After a moment of hesitation, he carefully urged them. He didn’t care that they were listening, and he didn’t care that Lee Hae-seong couldn’t see him. Choi Hong-seo nodded, and a soft, enveloping voice followed.



    



    [I don't have anywhere else I want to go. I'll stay here. You know that, baby?]



    



    “Yes, I know. I’ll be there on time.”



    



    This time, Choi Hong-seo nodded and answered. Even though he probably didn’t know the situation here, his voice kept getting choked up by the conversation that seemed to hint at something. After finishing the call, Choi Hong-seo wiped the cold sweat from his face with the napkin that was on his plate.



    



    "baby?"



    



    As soon as the call ended, I heard President Cho's laughter.



    



    “Are you kidding me, coming from the mouth of the world’s greatest, Hae-seong? Hey… Yoon Hye-an is a kid. The kid froze to death. Or, what, was she playing a game or something?”



    



    He couldn't tell if the nausea he was feeling now was because of 'that symptom' or because of President Cho's disgust. Choi Hong-seo clenched his teeth and endured the nausea that was building up, twisting the napkin tightly with both hands on his lap.



    



    “Oh, now that I think about it. Compared to how much he acts cool, I guess Lee Hae-seong is a bit of a slut in bed. I know who Lee Hae-seong used to be before you. He was just as much of a slut there as you are.”



    



    “You know, Mr. Cho, that wiping it with a rag is ultimately just dirty waste, right?”



    



    President Cho, resting his elbows on the table and lightly clasping his hands in front of his lips, chuckled.



    



    “If you are a rag, are you saying I am filth? Our Hyean, who came back from the dead, has improved considerably in metaphorical skills.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Then what, do you think Understanding is like a washing machine that washes that rag clean? If I’m filthy, then that kid is filthy too.”



    



    “They say that what you see is what you get.”



    



    In an instant, the smile disappeared from President Cho's face. With cold eyes, President Cho tapped the screen of his phone and played the video again.



    



    “Yoon Hye-an, can’t you read the mood?”



    



    The shrill, false screams that were made by a voice that was exactly like his current self were terrifying. As if his hearing was being tortured, Choi Hong-seo distorted his face in pain.



    



    “This Sunday. By 9 p.m., bring Lee Hae-seong to my villa in Yeoju. Dong-ha will send you the location.”



    



    “You told me not to come here, and now you’re telling me to bring you out again?”



    



    “Without any bodyguards or escorts. All you have to do is bring Lee Hae-seong there. If you do that, this footage won’t be leaked.”



    



    “How can you believe that?”



    



    “My target is not you, but understanding. What would I gain by fighting with worthless kids like you, right?”



    



    President Cho put his arm around the shoulder of Park Dong-ha, who was sitting next to him. Then, he kissed Park Dong-ha’s cheek, which was trembling with a face that was pale and blue, so loud that it made a sound. Park Dong-ha didn’t react at all to whatever President Cho did. He looked like he had lost his mind.



    



    President Cho let go of Park Dong-ha's body, which was tilted and staggering, picked up a fork from the neatly placed cutlery, and struck the end of it on the table.



    



    "I know that the only thing I have been doing is that I have a good thing to do."



    



    There were two or three instances where Choi Hong-seo personally witnessed President Cho being publicly humiliated by Lee Hae-seong. It was the same at the first meeting with Lee Hae-seong, and it was even more thoroughly crushed at the production decision party. After that, President Cho completely withdrew from the investment in . But of course, all of this was the result of President Cho’s own actions.



    



    President Cho, who had been gnashing his teeth at Lee Hae-seong, had found an opportunity for revenge through Yoon Hye-an. It was obvious that he wasn't just going to ask for money. This man was going to humiliate Lee Hae-seong.



    



    It was almost laughable in a situation that was exactly the same as before death. Whether it was a video of being forcibly raped or a video of going to a sponsor and filming it on one’s own, it could all end up being the same tool of blackmail. Furthermore, the fact that those videos were holding Lee Hae-seong back was the same.



    



    There is nothing he can take from me. His only goal is to destroy him through me. With his eyes growing hot and cold, Choi Hong-seo held on tight, trying not to lose consciousness.



    



    “It’s a very quiet and uninhabited place overlooking the Namhan River. No one would know if something happened there. I think our Hyean-i just went there to get some fresh air for a day.”



    



    “Let’s do it on Saturday.”



    



    “As expected, Yoon Hye-an. So refreshing.”



    



    President Cho nodded with a smile, as if he had expected it to be the case.



    



    “I have an important schedule on Sunday.”



    



    On Sunday, I was supposed to go to America with Lee Hae-seong. Whatever plans President Cho had made, Lee Hae-seong had no intention of ruining the plans he had prepared for himself because of this guy. He would never do that.



    



    This time, President Cho even shook his shoulders and laughed.



    



    “Yeah, yeah. That’s right. She’s destined to become the nation’s porn star, but is it a big deal that she’s dating Lee Hae-seong right now? It’s fortunate that someone like Yoon Hye-an isn’t a global star yet.”



    



    As the satisfied laughter subsided somewhat, President Cho put down the fork as if tossing it down.



    



    “Hye-an, Yun Hye-an.”



    



    The friendly voice and expression added to the abomination.



    



    “I mean, I thought you were just a brat with a pretty face and a bad temper. You don’t have the brains to play in the big picture, you’re not good at anything, and you’re just really greedy.”



    



    “......”



    



    “But who would have thought that you would bring me this opportunity, huh?”



    



    President Cho looked genuinely happy. He lifted the glass of water he had filled to the brim to eye level as if to congratulate them, took a few sips, and then put it down.



    



    “This is why people need to prepare supporting documents in advance. I guess there was no video. Even if Hyean had given birth to Haeseong, she would have just sucked her thumb. Dongha, you too, Inma. Take note. This is a life lesson that will become your blood and flesh.”



    



    President Cho tapped Park Dong-ha on the back, tilted his head, and looked at him with a completely different atmosphere than before.



    



    “But Hyean-ah, you’re still holding back because of something that happened in the past, right?”



    



    Sighs of difficulty followed.



    



    “You know. I can’t date anyone after they turn twenty-five. But you’re so young that I made an exception and dated you for a long time.”



    



    “......”



    



    “What are you going to do, jumping off a bridge because your sponsor changed to someone else? What are you going to do if you do that shit? Are you hoping that I’ll feel guilty or something? Do I look like the kind of person who would do that? You really don’t care about others.”



    



    Tsk tsk, President Cho, who had been clicking his tongue and pointing his finger, took another sip of water and got up from his seat. Park Dong-ha, who had been sitting there in a daze, suddenly got up, causing his chair to fall over. President Cho looked back at Park Dong-ha, who was helping him up, and clicked his tongue again.



    



    It's almost over. If I just hold on a little longer, I can go back to Hae-seong. Choi Hong-seo was wringing out his napkin while repeating that to himself.



    



    “Yoon Hye-an, let’s do well together?”



    



    President Cho put down his glass of water and waved his cell phone.



    



    “I don’t know if your memory has been completely wiped out or not, but do you remember my temper? If you ask me to, I will.”



    



    It seemed like he would lose consciousness if he let his guard down even for a moment, but Choi Hong-seo never took his eyes off President Cho until the very end. President Cho, who had put his cell phone in his jacket pocket and seemed about to leave the room, suddenly approached Choi Hong-seo.



    



    President Cho's hand gently brushed back Choi Hong-seo's sweaty hair.



    



    “What did I do to make you sweat like this? It makes people weak-hearted. You’re not the type of person to be bothered by something like this.”



    



    The gaze that looked down on him was disgusting. It was a gaze that Choi Hong-seo knew all too well. A concentration of lust that evaluated and coveted himself only as a means to satisfy his desires. Ugh, ugh. He didn't actually vomit, but it was hard to hold back the rumbling. He had to tilt his head forward and groan, ugh.



    



    Ignoring that, President Cho this time grabbed Choi Hong-seo's chin and lifted it up.



    



    “Is it because you think it’s understandable? I used to eat a lot of it and throw it away, but it still looks sweet to me.”



    



    The thumb that was holding his chin swept over his lower lip as if crushing it. Choi Hong-seo shook his head and shook the hand off. He glared at me with red, feverish eyes while gasping for hot, rough breath.



    



    Looking down at the sight, President Cho smiled briefly.



    



    “I bit and sucked on this taste once.”



    



    President Cho, with one hand in his pants pocket, put his arm around Park Dong-ha's shoulder and left the private room. He was finally alone.



    



    Taking a deep breath and releasing the tension in his stomach and chest, Choi Hong-seo collapsed. He slowly turned his head to the right as if being led by something. Outside the window, the hazy night fog was still covering the world dimly. Still, still, it was rain, not snow. He wanted to see the snow with him. The snow he was waiting for was still there.



    



    ■
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    The body that had been hanging heavy like water-soaked cotton rose into the air.



    



    The lifting movement was extremely careful and cautious, as if he was extremely afraid of even the slightest scratch by mistake.



    



    Baby. Yes, it was as if the parents were holding their first baby in their arms with extreme affection. I don't remember being treated with care by my parents, but I knew what a typical parent's touch was like.



    



    From the very beginning of his memory, poverty was a natural environment like air, sunlight, and wind, and his parents’ irregular income made the family even more unstable. His three brothers and one daughter grew up in a haphazard manner, neglected by their parents. His older brothers often took out their anger on Choi Hong-seo, and his younger brother was not very gentle. His other brothers and Choi Hong-seo had to spend their childhood and adolescence without being able to build a thick and strong love relationship, sociality, or basic rules to protect themselves, which would become the foundation for their future lives.



    



    Choi Hong-seo was a child who got scolded for not doing his homework and was a child who got scolded for not preparing his school supplies properly. During art class, he was a child who drew pictures with a torn sheet of a sketchbook and three or four borrowed colored crayons while watching the situation.



    



    The child was not happy about the situation either. However, he did not even think about overcoming it. He just thought that it was his role, his place. Since no one valued him, the child did not know that he was valuable.



    



    As the nickname Glycol given by fans later, the child accepted the given environment as it was thanks to his mild temperament with low boiling and freezing points. The brothers who resented, were angry, and rebelled seemed even more difficult in the child's eyes. He just kept his mouth shut and stayed in a corner. The house was less noisy if at least one person was silent. The child learned that.



    



    That doesn't mean that the child didn't have a longing for affection and care inside him. He just didn't cry out for it because he had given up on it long ago.



    



    I think I was in first or second grade.



    



    There was a child in my class who had the opportunity to speak in English in front of the whole school. He always wore neat clothes, had nice bags and school supplies, and had a cheerful personality, so he was popular with his friends. He was a child who always raised his hand actively when the teacher asked a question during class, and he was not embarrassed even when he gave the wrong answer.



    



    The child was particularly good at English, so the homeroom teacher often called the child up to the desk and had him speak a few words of English in front of his friends. Choi Hong-seo would always steal glances at the teacher’s proud and happy expression as he looked at the child. It felt like the most ecstatic taste in the world. If he received such a look from his parents or teachers, it might taste like eating chocolate milk, strawberry milk, ice cream, and cake all at once. The child had vaguely imagined it.



    



    'Teacher, I'm so nervous! I can't do it! I don't want to do it! Please call my mom!'



    



    Before the presentation in front of the whole school, my friend seemed more nervous than usual. It must have been a daunting task for a first or second grader. My friend had clung to the teacher and burst into tears. I envied the innocence of my friend who could act like a spoiled brat to the teacher. That was a privilege only for children who were accepted. A privilege only available to children who did not know the pain of rejection.



    



    'Once we actually start, I'm sure I'll do just as well as I practiced. I'm just nervous about the waiting time.'



    



    The teacher lowered his body to be at eye level with the child.



    



    'In times like this, let's fold our fingers one by one and count slowly. Don't think about anything else, just think about counting. Can you do that?'



    



    The friend nodded, and the teacher held the child's small hand and folded each finger one by one. The simple child focused only on folding each finger one by one with tearful eyes.



    



    It was a magical moment for Choi Hong-seo, who stood in line with his classmates and watched the scene.



    



    To a child, teachers and parents are like saviors, heroes, and gods who know everything. Every secret of the world that such beings reveal to the child has absolute power.



    



    Throughout his childhood, almost the only thing that remained for Choi Hong-seo as a 'result of education'. Even that was something he had picked up from others. Nothing was given to Choi Hong-seo for Choi Hong-seo.



    



    But Choi Hong-seo still relied on that habit. Even when it was his turn to run during physical education, even before he changed grades and entered a new classroom, even on his first day at the host club with a reluctant heart, even on the day he went out to refuse a second round to the 'Gucci customer' who wanted to sleep with Choi Hong-seo and was hanging himself...



    



    After debuting, I always counted numbers before going on stage. And it always worked. I believed it. In fact, I knew that it was not because of counting, but because of practice and effort. Even though I knew it, I couldn't break the habit. Because I couldn't feel safe alone. I wanted to believe that the method taught by someone absolute would save me.



    



    It wasn't magic meant for me from the start.



    



    In the arms that held him so preciously, Choi Hong-seo felt like he had returned to being a child. Back in those days, Choi Hong-seo was protected, cared for, and cherished in the boundless affection he had never received before.



    



    You don't have to take responsibility for anything, and you don't become the target of any resentment or exploitation. You fall into a deep sleep, safe in the strong arms and loving embrace.



    



    A comfortable smile formed on my lips as I felt a sense of full happiness that I had never felt before, but hot tears welled up from deep within my eyes. That deep place might be the distant past. It seemed as if something was filling up and pushing out the tears that had been piling up there. If so, then the tears that were flowing now would be the pus that had been gathered in the deepest place.



    



    As far as Choi Hong-seo knew, there was only one person who could give him this kind of absolute affection.



    



    In the vague boundary between dream and reality, I tried to look at him. I blinked slowly several times and lifted my eyelids with difficulty. The breath I exhaled was hot as fire.



    



    He came into view of Hae-seong, sitting on the edge of the bed he was lying on. He smiled at him, but he didn't notice because there was no sound.



    



    He was applying ointment to Choi Hong-seo's arm. Even though he knew that the medicine he had prescribed was completely ineffective, he did not give up. After showering, he applied ointment to every spot twice a day, morning and evening, with great care.



    



    I thought it would be okay to stop. I had told him to stop several times, but now Choi Hong-seo obediently gave in. It was because he knew that the act itself was comforting to him. Like the habit of counting numbers while folding his fingers.



    



    "...mister."



    



    His lips, mouth, and throat were so dry that it was hard to speak. At his hoarse voice, Hae-seong Lee turned his face toward him. He found Choi Hong-seo with his eyes open, and before anything else, he gave him a reassuring smile and patted his cheek with his palm. Then, he quickly moistened his lips and mouth with a gauze towel soaked in water.



    



    “This is my home. It’s okay. Sleep a little more. Your fever is still high.”



    



    “We... are opening a bakery.”



    



    The moisture made it much easier to speak.



    



    Lee Hae-seong tilted his head slightly, smiling as if he had heard something absurd. He felt Choi Hong-seo’s face and the back of his neck with his hand to gauge his temperature, and it seemed as if he had concluded that it was just a feverish babble.



    



    “Why, do you want to eat our Hongseo bread? I’ll buy you as much as you want when I wake up after sleeping a little more. If you want the bakery instead of the bread, you can buy that too. Whatever it is, just get well soon.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong wrapped his right hand around Choi Hong-seo's with both of his hands and kissed the hand he was holding.



    



    “You said you wanted to go to Mauritius and open a bakery.”



    



    “......”



    



    The smile slowly disappeared from his face, where his lips were buried in Choi Hong-seo's finger. The eyes that were looking at him shook violently for the first time. It was always like that when Choi Hong-seo talked about the past before he died. He shuddered as he confirmed once again that this person in front of him was really his lover.



    



    The child did not know that he was precious because no one cared for him. But now he knows one thing. He is extremely precious to him.



    



    This time I won't make a foolish choice. It would be better to tell him everything and run away together than to leave him alone.



    



    “Yes, that’s right. I remember Hongseo well. But Hongseo, that was when something bad happened to Hongseo.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong smiled warmly as he held Choi Hong-seo's hand more tightly as if praying.



    



    “Nothing bad will happen, so why would we run away to Mauritius?”



    



    He kissed Choi Hong-seo's hands, which he held in his two hands, several times.



    



    “Hongseo, just get some sleep and your fever will go down quickly. Okay?”



    



    “......”



    



    “Nothing bad will happen. I promise.”



    



    I thought I knew. What happened in the private room of the restaurant at the Knox Hotel, who showed up. Hae-seong must have known everything.



    



    When he called Lee Hae-seong on the orders of President Cho, just as Choi Hong-seo never once called him “Mister,” Lee Hae-seong also never once said the name “Hong-seo.” Even though he called him “Hong-seo” much more often than “Ae-gi.” He already knew that at that time.



    



    I wanted to say more, but I couldn't overcome my fever. I blinked my eyes to watch him fix the blanket and caress my face, and then fell into a deep sleep again.



    



    ■
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    As usual after sweating profusely and suffering, Choi Hong-seo woke up feeling refreshed. He felt clear and refreshed. The room was as quiet as a tomb, and there was no sign of Lee Hae-seong in sight. Choi Hong-seo suddenly felt anxious and sat up.



    



    Tiffany, who had been lying face down near the side, raised her head and looked up.



    



    “Tiffany, did you sleep here?”



    



    Nyaa.



    



    “You stayed with me all night?”



    



    I rubbed her small face here and there as if I was massaging it thoroughly. The generous boy today grumbled as if he was in a good mood and then obediently climbed onto my lap.



    



    As I hugged Tiffany and stroked her glossy fur and warm body, I tried to recall last night. It must have been last night, right? It couldn't have been that much time later, right?



    



    It seemed that I had lost consciousness after Mr. Cho left the restaurant. I couldn't remember anything after that. All that remained was a vague feeling of some strong and warm force lifting me up. Even that, I couldn't be sure if it was a dream or not.



    



    Choi Hong-seo rolled up his pajama sleeves. Lee Hae-seong’s pajamas were loose enough that they could easily be pushed up to his elbows. This time, he lifted the hem of his shirt and looked down at his chest and stomach. As expected, the spots had increased. It was like that every time after ‘that symptom’. The spots that started out as a few on the back of his neck had now increased in number to an unsightly degree.



    



    It was disgusting, but Lee Hae-seong didn't care.



    



    He applied the ointment without even frowning, the number of times they had sex did not decrease, and the way he caressed her by kissing, sucking, and biting her whole body was still the same. However, from Choi Hong-seo's perspective, he honestly did not want to show him his naked body.



    



    He looked down at the spots that had spread from under his pajama sleeves to the back of his hand. Because he had applied the ointment carefully, the spots were shiny even in the dim light of the curtains. Choi Hong-seo sat in silence and carefully stroked the back of his hand.



    



    “Tiffany, do you know where Daddy went? Let’s go find him.”



    



    As I looked at the ointment spot, my eyebrows twitched. I knew he couldn’t have gone far, but I wanted to see him. When Choi Hong-seo got up, Tiffany also jumped out of bed. Did she really understand that he was going to find Lee Hae-seong, or did she think that Choi Hong-seo, who got up from bed, knew who he was looking for? The guy took the lead without hesitation.



    



    The middle door in the hallway that led directly from the bedroom to the study was open about an inch. It was like a sign that Lee Hae-seong had left behind, saying, “I’m here, so don’t be surprised if I wake up.” Choi Hong-seo followed Tiffany, who had disappeared through the crack in the door.



    



    In the study connected to the end of the hallway, Lee Hae-seong was talking to Director Kang. Although he could not hear the exact content of the conversation, he could feel the heavy, serious, and urgent atmosphere that was weighing down on the study. No matter how anxious he was inside, Lee Hae-seong was the type of person who would not reveal it to Choi Hong-seo unless absolutely necessary. However, in the voice he was talking to Director Kang, there was a sharpness, an anger that could not be completely hidden even if he suppressed it.



    



    Tiffany ran into the study first and took a seat on the single sofa. The conversation was immediately interrupted. The two people’s eyes turned to the entrance at the same time. Choi Hong-seo bowed slightly to Director Kang and then asked Lee Hae-seong.



    



    “Can I come in?”



    



    "sure."



    



    A playful, yet affectionate and gentle voice. No different from his usual self. He was standing behind the desk smoking a cigarette, and he quickly broke it into an ashtray.



    



    “You can just light it.”



    



    “I was just about to turn it off.”



    



    Hae-seong quickly made excuses and waved the smoke away with his hand. There were two air purifiers running in the room, so it wasn't that spicy.



    



    When Lee Hae-seong nodded, Director Kang left the study after greeting him.



    



    “Were you working?”



    



    “Well, things like this and that. Things to take care of before we go to America.”



    



    While answering vaguely, Hae-seong closed the cover of the tablet that was spread out on the desk. Then he came out from behind the desk and faced Hong-seo Choi. The atmosphere that had been sharp enough to feel somewhat nervous just a moment ago was gone, and he had returned to being Hong-seo Choi’s affectionate lover with an embracing smile and eyes.



    



    At such times, the face of the person who had never raised his voice or killed a bug in his entire life seemed like that. That was how it looked to Choi Hong-seo.



    



    He hugged Choi Hong-seo's waist and lightly bumped their foreheads together.



    



    “Is the baby awake?”



    



    For some reason, it was a more childish attitude than usual, but instead of being embarrassed, Choi Hong-seo hugged him. He put his arms around his broad back, wearing a thin knit, put his hands on his shoulders, and rested his temple and cheek on the nape of his neck. When he touched his body heat and his faint scent, he felt nostalgic, as if he had encountered something precious that he had lost a long time ago.



    



    “I’m sorry I wasn’t there when you woke up. I had some urgent work to do.”



    



    While brushing back the hair of his lover who was leaning against his face and straightening it, Lee Hae-seong buried his lips on her forehead.



    



    “The fever seems to have gone down. How are you feeling?”



    



    “Okay. Not shaking at all.”



    



    “Then let’s eat something. The baby has been hungry for too long.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo slightly pulled away from his embrace. He faced his face, which was focused on him with a smile. With the arm that was wrapped around Lee Hae-seong’s back, he held onto his waist roughly, and Choi Hong-seo also focused only on his smile.



    



    “Before that, there’s something I want to talk about.”



    



    “Aren’t you hungry? I think it would be nice to talk while eating something, even if it’s just something simple.”



    



    “I haven’t had an appetite yet because I just woke up. Let’s eat together after we talk. Have you eaten before, sir?”



    



    “Isn’t there anything you want to eat? Should I have him prepare some egg porridge? And fry some tofu too. You like red bean paste stew, don’t you?”



    



    Even though he didn’t seem to have an appetite after the conversation ended, Choi Hong-seo nodded to reassure him, who was desperate to eat something. Lee Hae-seong sat Choi Hong-seo down on the sofa and called to ask for a meal and some warm tea.



    



    Choi Hong-seo unconsciously folded his fingers one by one on his knee while looking at the side view of the understanding that was giving instructions. It was an unconscious action. One, two, three... Then he unfolded his folded fingers and clenched them into fists. A self-deprecating laugh flowed out. It was because he thought that at the most critical moment, this power of habit was not needed.



    



    “What are you thinking that makes you laugh to yourself?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong came and sat down next to him and asked. Instead of answering directly, Choi Hong-seo brought up a different story.



    



    “Sir, I was on the 32nd floor at that time.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I didn’t count on my fingers. I wasn’t scared.”



    



    The face of Lee Hae-seong, which had been so gentle, cracked. Tension filled the air. Choi Hong-seo gently placed his hand over Lee Hae-seong’s. The wide back of his hand, with its clear blue veins, would have the power to crush anything, but for some reason, at this moment, it looked soft to Choi Hong-seo’s eyes.



    



    “But now I regret that choice.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I was more important to you than I thought. But I didn’t know it.”



    



    “Hongseo.”



    



    “So I won’t do that again. It’s better for you if we roll around in the mud together than if I act alone to protect you… right?”



    



    Understanding, who swallowed dry saliva, sank his chin and returned to its original position. Then, he suddenly and firmly grabbed Choi Hong-seo’s fingertips that had been quietly covering the back of his hand. Then, he looked at his lover with a face full of emotions that he never showed to anyone, and nodded several times.



    



    “That’s right. That’s fine. Mud? That’s temporary. We’ll figure it out. But without you… That’s a problem that can’t be solved. Just don’t disappear, leaving behind a problem that can’t be solved.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo also nodded. The more I listened, the more I felt like what he said was true. Problems can be solved by staying together. However, if we lose each other, the problem cannot be solved.



    



    I felt like I could say it. I will say it.



    



    “You know President Jo Seong-Hyeon, right? He’s the CEO of JS Construction.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I have a sex video of Yoon Hye-an.”



    



    There was no change in Hae-seong's expression. He just listened quietly to Choi Hong-seo's story with unwavering eyes.



    



    “That guy is going to use that as an excuse to call you out and threaten you.”



    



    His gaze, which had been fixed on Choi Hong-seo's eyes the whole time, slowly fell to his chest.



    



    “Sir, did you know?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo pulled his hand to make eye contact.



    



    “Mr. Cho showed up there yesterday and said something. You knew everything, didn’t you?”



    



    He looked up with a reluctant expression at the urging of his lover who was pulling his arm, telling him to look at him.



    



    “I already told you that I would love you badly and selfishly.”



    



    There was a firmness in his voice that made it clear that he would not compromise. He would not apologize, and he could not promise not to stalk or wiretap in the future.



    



    “Pretending to be a gentleman and waiting nicely? I’ve tried everything. I’ve only lost big.”



    



    His cold, cooling face was mocking his past self.



    



    “I investigated every detail of your present and past, and kept someone with you 24 hours a day… Even if that wasn’t protection but surveillance, I wish I had acted like a madman back then. Hundreds, thousands of times. I had a dream of going back to that moment and cutting off every ounce of conscience.”



    



    The increasingly agitated tone and the sparkling eyes that seemed to have been poured with oil suddenly softened in an instant, as if begging for Choi Hong-seo's understanding.



    



    “A dream that won’t let you leave me, that won’t let you do whatever you want with your life.”



    



    Whether it was tailing or wiretapping. Whether it was kidnapping or confinement, which he had joked about in the past. Choi Hong-seo didn't care. He wasn't trying to get a promise to stop such surveillance. He was misunderstanding.



    



    “Then why didn’t you rush in right away when you found out that President Cho had appeared in that room?”



    



    “......”



    



    “You waited for me to speak for myself. So that I could make different choices than before.”



    



    Because you are the kind of person who would rather come to me on your own two legs than chain me up and make me your doll, even if it means following me around, trembling in fear that you might fall and get hurt.



    



    Hae-seong Lee, who was silently watching with a face that seemed to be enduring labor pains, was sweating from his hands. Hong-seo Choi quietly buried his forehead in the end of his shoulder.



    



    “What I’m saying is that any love you give me can’t be bad or selfish….”
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    “What I’m saying is that any love you give me can’t be bad or selfish….”



    



    His left hand, which was not holding mine, came up and cupped my cheek widely. I could feel the warmth of his lips on my hair.



    



    “Yeah, I wasn’t going to wait anymore, but I did. But Hongseo.”



    



    "yes."



    



    “Look at me.”



    



    His hand gently lifted my face. I lifted my head as he led me.



    



    “I did calculate that if I interfered rashly, the video could be shared immediately. However, just because I didn’t knock Jo Sung-hyun out right then and there, doesn’t mean I’m going to let the things he said to you that day go unnoticed.”



    



    His speech was gentle, and the touch on his cheek was warm. He was even soft-spoken, as if he was explaining things to a child one by one. However, something was raging behind his eyes.



    



    “Just like Hongseo doesn’t want to repeat the same choice, I don’t either. I really regret it so much.”



    



    His thumb brushed the ball and then gently pulled the corner of Choi Hong-seo's lips.



    



    “If only we had done some background checks, or if only we had assigned someone at that time, Lee Seo-kyung would have died before you were standing on the 32nd floor.”



    



    Ah... Choi Hong-seo's lips parted. He took a deep breath through his parted lips. The eyes looking up at him trembled.



    



    Now, he was practically admitting that he had killed Lee Seo-kyung.



    



    Lee Seo-kyung was shot and killed in Bangkok, Thailand. Of course, Lee Hae-seong did not pull the trigger himself, but it was tantamount to saying that Lee Hae-seong was involved in the murder.



    



    Sweat soaked through the palms of his hands as he held them.



    



    “But, sir... I refused you.”



    



    “Rejection?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong's gaze, which had been looking down at Choi Hong-seo's lips, which he was touching with his thumb, met his eyes again.



    



    “My friend’s older brother. My uncle’s cousin. When he said he wanted revenge, my uncle said, “Personal revenge… is just venting anger. That’s definitely not what I dreamed of.”



    



    Hae-seong narrowed his eyes and furrowed his brows. The hand that had been holding the ball in its place suddenly gained strength.



    



    “How does Hongseo know that?”



    



    “......”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been biting his lips for a moment and thinking, finally opened his mouth. I don’t know about other people, but I think Lee Hae-seong would believe him.



    



    “Before I woke up as Yun Hye-an... I remember a little bit. After I died. I had no body and no voice, but I was wandering around. That’s when I saw you.”



    



    Goosebumps appeared on his neck and the hair on his face stood up. His hands kept tightening as if they were going to distort Choi Hong-seo's face.



    



    “...It’s true.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, muttering quietly, continued to explain with great effort.



    



    “It was a room I had never seen before... It was like the living room of an old man’s house. There were four men sitting there. I saw Jiin hyung first, and then the old man across from me... was there. The other two were people I didn’t know, but I found out who the other one was after I woke up as Yun Hye-an. The person sitting next to Jiin hyung was the old man’s cousin.”



    



    “How could... something like that happen...”



    



    “That’s why I thought that the old man didn’t kill Lee Seo-kyung.”



    



    “Hongseo...”



    



    His face was bloodless. He let go of the hand he had been holding and now covered Choi Hong-seo's face with both hands.



    



    “Hongseo.”



    



    As if to confirm that the person in front of him was really Choi Hong-seo, he felt around his face with both hands. Compared to his large hands, his face was small and slender, so there was no place to feel around, but he was desperate, like a blind person who could only confirm his lover’s face with his two hands.



    



    “Sir, it’s me. It’s Hongseo.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo placed his hand over his, covering his face. He tried to focus his eyes on his own, wandering eyes.



    



    “How could this happen, Hongseo?”



    



    It’s not that I didn’t believe that this person was actually Choi Hong-seo, not Yoon Hye-an. Rather, once I made up my mind, I believed it without even the slightest doubt. However, whenever I encountered evidence that made that fact clearer, I felt a new thrill.



    



    “Which god felt pity for our Hongseo because she was so pitiful?”



    



    His eyes, which had been blazing with flames, calmed down, and the palms that filled Choi Hong-seo's two cheeks were hot.



    



    “Who is that god, Hongseo?”



    



    The face that came closer rubbed its nose against Choi Hong-seo's.



    



    “I don’t know if it’s God, Buddha, or a fairy… but if it’s such a good god, I would have a religion too.”



    



    As soon as he let out his last words as if he was sighing, their lips were covered. He omitted the kiss that only pressed and rubbed on the surface, and from the beginning, he opened Choi Hong-seo's lips deeply and entered. The thumb that wrapped his face slightly pulled his lower lip, and his tongue dug into the gap that was opened. The wet flesh that slid over his tongue was wide and strong in proportion to his height. However, it was not just rough.



    



    He would scrape his lips over his lips and lick them, and he would fill his mouth with his tongue as if he was going to suffocate, but soon he would stick his tongue out and tickle the roof of his mouth, the inside of his cheek, his gums, and his teeth. When he would curl his tongue and push it into his mouth, Choi Hong-seo’s tongue would shrink back toward his throat, and he would feel his lips pull to both sides and smile in satisfaction.



    



    “Uh, um... hmm... yeah.”



    



    The hand that had been holding his face moved away and touched Choi Hong-seo’s back. His body gradually tilted forward due to the force of the push. When he was lying down on the sofa cushions, his hand slipped between his fingers and interlocked them. The two of them’s damp palms were stickily interlocked.



    



    “Uh... uh, um. um.”



    



    He pressed his clasped hands down on the sofa and continued to explore Choi Hong-seo. He pushed Choi Hong-seo's tongue into a corner and rubbed and rubbed his tongue over it.



    



    When my body and mind were melting into a warm and hazy state, and I could only think of his kiss, the door opened with a quiet knock.



    



    “The tea is ready.”



    



    It was Director Kang.



    



    Unlike Choi Hong-seo, who instantly froze and jumped up, Lee Hae-seong, who was practically lying down on top of him, did not move at all. While glancing at Director Kang, Choi Hong-seo kept trying to purse his lips, and Lee Hae-seong grabbed Choi Hong-seo’s lower jaw and moved his tongue more vigorously as if to show off.



    



    “Ah... um... hmm...”



    



    I tried to control it by pushing my shoulder with my free hand, but it was no use.



    



    I would like the tea to be brought later. Director Kang entered the study and put the tray down on the sofa table. It must be acting according to some rule that applies in this house, and in fact, Lee Hae-seong and Director Kang acted as if the other did not exist. However, Choi Hong-seo was not used to the concept of an employee. It did not seem like he would ever get used to it. The tongue that had melted hardened, and the space between his legs that hugged his torso kept shrinking.



    



    Not only before I died, but also after I entered this house in the guise of Yoon Hye-an, I had never had such an intimate skinship in front of anyone.



    



    For the first time, I was scared of Hae-Seong. It wasn't that I was afraid that he would harm me. I knew he wasn't the kind of person who would do that, and even if he did, it didn't matter if it was Hae-Seong. It wasn't that kind of fear, but the fact that he was not normal and had lost his composure that scared me.



    



    Only after Director Kang left the study did Lee Hae-seong's tongue slip out from Choi Hong-seo's mouth. Even after that, he licked his lips here and there, swallowed them, and chewed them lightly, not letting go for a while.



    



    “I did. I clearly said so. Personal revenge is just my way of venting my anger.”



    



    At a distance where their lips met, he whispered with his eyelids down. His excited voice was husky and languid.



    



    “The emails that Lee Seo-kyung sent you. That was before I saw them.”



    



    The palms of my right hands, still clasped together, were rubbing together secretly. It was just rubbing my palms, but it felt like a lewd hand movement, as if it was suggesting sexual intercourse. As I squirmed at the sensation of my lower abdomen becoming tense as if I was about to have an erection, he let out a low, short laugh and only then did he slowly raise his body and move away.



    



    “......”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who was looking down at Choi Hong-seo, who was lying down and breathing heavily, reached out his hand. When he grabbed the hand, he bent down, put his arm under Choi Hong-seo's back, and lifted him up.



    



    Swallowing the saliva still in his mouth, Choi Hong-seo wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. While he straightened his disheveled pajamas and straightened his posture, he poured tea from a teapot into his cup. The sweet and refreshing scent of ginger rose warmly.



    



    “Ginger tea. They say it warms you up.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded as he accepted the teacup he was handed. He looked calm, as if he had been completely out of his usual line just a moment ago, as if the reins had been loosened.



    



    But that wasn't it. The space between his legs as he got up from the sofa was heavy. He was already erect, but he was just holding it back. Choi Hong-seo quickly looked away as if he had witnessed a scene he shouldn't have seen. He held the teacup with both hands and blew on the transparent golden tea to cool it down.



    



    Knock, knock. I turned my head toward the sound and saw Hae-seong leaning against the edge of the desk, holding a cigarette in his mouth and turning the wheel of his lighter to light it.



    



    Choi Hong-seo forgot to drink his tea and just stared at the sight. He thought that maybe he didn't want to show himself smoking in front of me.



    



    He took his first sip very deeply and exhaled deeply. His broad shoulders and chest were clearly visible beneath the thin knit.



    



    “Without any scars or wrinkles, I was just smooth.”



    



    That's how his story began.



    



    “I also thought that there was nothing that could scar me. I accepted it as a kind of compensation for a life where I had to walk only the path of duty and responsibility.”



    



    After another drag of his cigarette, he lowered his head as if collapsing, running his fingers through his flowing hair.



    



    “Everyone expected something from me. Money, status, connections, even sympathy… To them, I was just a means to realize their desires. I couldn’t expect unconditional love from the people I met or my ex-wife.”



    



    He smiled bitterly as he looked up and flicked his cigarette out on the ashtray on the desk.



    



    “Well, that was the case for me too.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I never thought that anyone would protect me... I was an arrogant, pitiful person.”



    



    His gaze, which had been looking down at his feet, turned to Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “But then a kid twelve years younger than me took care of me. He didn’t ask anything of me.”



    



    “......”



    



    “How can I forget the person who gave me the kind of love I never received?”



    



    The strained smile that had been on his face slowly disappeared, and his fiery eyes took its place once again.



    



    “And how can I forgive each and every one of those bastards who took that person away?”
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    “And how can I forgive each and every one of those bastards who took that person away?”



    



    Now he was no longer trying to hide his anger. But soon he turned his head as if he regretted showing his negative emotions in front of his lover and took a deep drag on the cigarette filter. Due to the continued lack of sleep and his nerves becoming sharp, the silhouette of his face from his forehead and eyebrows to the bridge of his nose and the outline of his jawbone became more prominent. He seemed to be trying to control his emotions through the ritual of bringing the cigarette to his lips and then blowing out the ash, but unlike usual, it didn’t seem easy.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had taken a sip of ginger tea and moistened his lips, put down the glass and stood up. Tiffany, who had been curled up on a single-person sofa, raised her head and looked up. He stroked the boy’s head and walked towards Lee Hae-seong, who was leaning loosely on the desk.



    



    “You smell like cigarettes. Don’t come this way.”



    



    The anger that had been blazing just a moment ago had disappeared, and his voice sounded almost limp and drained.



    



    “I said it’s not that I don’t particularly like smoking. Why don’t you believe me?”



    



    I leaned against the desk and moved closer to Hae-seong, who was now at lower eye level than usual.



    



    “It’s even more frustrating that you’re trying to hide it from me.”



    



    “What good thing is it that I’m going to smoke in front of you?”



    



    “I’m your lover and I’m 28 years old… so you’re really going to educate me like a baby?”



    



    He seemed to agree with that statement, and smiled blandly. After taking a puff of smoke, he gently touched the fingertips of Choi Hong-seo, who was standing in front of him, with the hand that was not holding the cigarette. As if he didn’t have the courage to hold on tightly.



    



    “Isn’t it scary?”



    



    “What is it?”



    



    “Can’t you see me again?”



    



    "why?"



    



    Choi Hong-seo's face was filled with pure doubt as he said he had no idea why he was saying such things.



    



    “Whatever the reason, he has blood on his hands.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I didn’t want to kiss you, and I didn’t want you to come near me. I was scared for a while that you would treat me like a monster.”



    



    “Are you scared? The old man?”



    



    “Don’t be afraid of Hongseo.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo was the first to grab hold of Hae-seong's hand, which was barely hanging on with just a fingertip.



    



    “You know that no matter what choice you make, I won’t look at you differently. Are you doing this on purpose?”



    



    “...It’s not that I don’t trust you or your love. I’m just too scared.”



    



    He lowered his gaze and brought the cigarette to his lips. He was a large man both physically and socially, and he confessed to ordering people to kill. His broad and thick shoulders, which seemed like they could carry a mountain, looked pitiful to Choi Hong-seo at that moment. He held onto the fingers in his hand even tighter.



    



    “A person who had tried to remain rational until the end, thinking that revenge was just venting anger, changed his mind. It was because of me... How could I not understand that feeling?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo held the hand he was holding with both hands as if massaging it and kneaded it vigorously.



    



    “I know those emails must have caused you a lot of pain... That just breaks my heart.”



    



    He, who had been quietly handing over his left hand, suddenly grabbed Choi Hong-seo's hand tightly. Then he pulled him closer to him.



    



    “I don’t regret it one bit.”



    



    Confident eyes looked up at Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “The day that ‘Yoon Hye-an’, who had been unconscious for several months, woke up was the very day that Lee Seo-kyung was murdered in Thailand. I absolutely do not think it is a coincidence.”



    



    "ah..."



    



    It was a long time after I opened my eyes in Yoon Hye-an's body that I searched for what happened to Lee Seo-kyung and Myeong Do-hoon after my death, and the ending of the 'X-gun Scandal'. Just thinking about them for a long time made my body tremble from the inside out.



    



    The news that Lee Seo-kyung had been shot and died in a foreign country was shocking, but I didn't feel any sympathy. And I didn't pay much attention to the date. I didn't even realize that it was the same day I woke up in Yoon Hye-an's body.



    



    While feeling a strange thrill at the fact that the two dates overlapped, Lee Hae-seong gently kissed Choi Hong-seo’s hand. Choi Hong-seo gently cupped his face. As he often did.



    



    “Don’t regret it. Even Lee Seo-kyung wouldn’t have regretted what she did until the end, so why do you regret it?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had pulled Choi Hong-seo tightly between his legs, raised his head. His face appeared closer to him thanks to their different eye level than usual.



    



    “Legal punishment, personal punishment... I don’t know anything about that, but I know that Seo-kyung Lee deserves to die. You haven’t done anything wrong.”



    



    He had been silently looking into Choi Hong-seo’s eyes, and he tilted his head. He held the cigarette with his right hand, leaning on the edge of the desk, and wrapped his left hand around her waist. His dry lips touched her neck and slipped between her generously sized pajama collars.



    



    Choi Hong-seo seemed to know the meaning of the kiss.



    



    From the moment he kissed the back of my hand, he had been kissing every spot where a birthmark had appeared.



    



    “Don’t worry. As long as I live with understanding, the video that Jo Seong-hyeon had will never leak out into the world.”



    



    “What are you going to do?”



    



    “It won’t be that complicated. I’ll handle it in the quickest and cleanest way possible. Our departure on Sunday can’t be delayed because of something like that, right?”



    



    The tone of voice suggested that it was as simple as choosing the food you want to eat from the delivery app and paying with a fintech service.



    



    Understanding kissed the deep root of Choi Hong-seo's neck between the loose collars and looked up at him, resting his chin on his chest.



    



    “Hongseo, can you understand me? Okay?”



    



    "mister."



    



    “Hongseo said it wasn’t my fault that I killed Lee Seo-kyung.”



    



    “No, sir. That’s not it.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who gently hugged Lee Hae-seong's head, shook his head.



    



    “Whether it’s Lee Seo-kyung, Myeong Do-hoon, or President Cho. If you can’t forgive him, don’t forgive him. Instead...”



    



    “......”



    



    “I am your accomplice.”



    



    “What does that mean?”



    



    Hae-seong slowly straightened his back. He stubbed out the cigarette that was burning between the fingers of his right hand.



    



    “It happened to us. I don’t like it when you just get your hands dirty and hide behind it while I’m comfortable and innocent. Tell me what you’re trying to do and how things work out.”



    



    “Hongseo...”



    



    “People like Jo Sung-hyun. People like Lee Seo-kyung. I know that I can’t deal with them in a legal and fair way. I don’t say things like “don’t take revenge” like a greenhouse flower. Instead, I’ll do the same.”



    



    At the words, “Let’s get revenge together,” Lee Hae-seong made a desperate expression, as if he had heard the words, “Let’s break up.” Choi Hong-seo grabbed Lee Hae-seong’s hands. They were neat and clean, but very large and heavy.



    



    “If there’s blood on your hands, sir, then there’s blood on my hands too.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I love you badly, selfishly. Like us.”



    



    Understanding held the fingertips that were touching each other as if they were interlocked, applying strength to them, as if trying to console a disobedient child.



    



    “Hongseo is really sick. What if I find out all the details of that and get sick again? It’s not a good thing. As for Jo Seong-hyeon, can I just take care of this last one?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong sat up from his desk. This time, he grabbed Choi Hong-seo’s shoulders and pushed him forward as if he was pressuring him. Under the force, Choi Hong-seo took three or four steps back. Niya? Tiffany, who had been lying down quietly, still curled up, as if she thought the two were fighting, jumped down from the sofa.



    



    “I understand that you want to protect me. But, what should I do if the love you taught me isn’t like that?”



    



    “How could I make you hold a knife, Hongseo?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo gently stroked Lee Hae-seong's arm, which was exerting such force that it seemed as if it would crush his shoulder blade.



    



    “Even though I’m much younger than you… I’ve had to see and experience everything, both the good and the bad. I’m much more poisonous than you think.”



    



    “It wasn’t poisonous. It was strong.”



    



    I wanted to thank him for saying that, but my throat was choked up and I couldn’t open my voice because tears were about to fall. I just tried to smile awkwardly. The strength in Hae-seong’s hand that was holding my shoulder slowly disappeared.



    



    “And because you had to become strong to endure, I want to cherish you as much as I can.”



    



    Tiffany, who had gotten off the sofa, continued to pace around anxiously. Choi Hong-seo had to pick her up as she cried in an anxious voice.



    



    “I know. I also know why you call me baby... That’s why, when I’m around you, I feel like even my past self is being taken care of. Even the me before I met you.”



    



    To prevent Tiffany from feeling suffocated in Choi Hong-seo’s arms, Lee Hae-seong gently wrapped his arm around his lover’s shoulder. His breath felt warm and ticklish on Choi Hong-seo’s forehead.



    



    “Then, can’t I keep the knife in my hand without Hongseo knowing?”



    



    “No matter how dead the other person is, even if he is a piece of trash, the blood on his hands remains as darkness in his heart. When I smile brightly in your arms, there is a darkness inside you that I don’t know about. I don’t like it. Just let me put my hand on the hand you hold the knife in. Even if a darkness as hard as a rock remains, it’s better for us to share it.”



    



    I held her in my arms, as if she wanted to be held, but this time Tiffany cried even louder and threw herself to the floor. She didn't even want to go out of the study. She still hovered around the two of them. It was impossible to talk anymore because she kept raising her head and crying loudly.



    



    Choi Hong-seo sat on the floor and stroked Tiffany. Starting from the nape of her neck and moving towards her armpits, he slowly massaged her favorite spots while calling her name in the softest voice possible.



    



    “Tiffany, Tiffany. What’s wrong? Are you feeling unwell? It’s okay, we’re not fighting.”



    



    Hae-seong sighed from above and said, tossing his hair as if he had no choice.



    



    “Should I bring some snacks?”



    



    “I guess so. This is my first time doing something like this, so I’m worried….”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who was petting Tiffany's gray long-haired dog that kept crying and licking its front paw anxiously, suddenly stopped and looked up at Lee Hae-seong.



    



    “Sir, what did you say back then? Tiffany’s name.”



    



    "name?"



    



    “It’s not a jewelry brand name... I told you that at the officetel.”



    



    “Oh, it’s probably named after Freddie Mercury’s cat. It looks very similar.”



    



    Understanding answered the question from a completely unexpected direction with a bewildered look.



    



    “By any chance, does that person have a ‘Romeo’ among his cats?”



    



    “That’s true, but...”



    



    “I, I... I have a feeling something is wrong.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who got up with a face full of excitement, grabbed Lee Hae-seong's arm in a hurry.



    



    “Cellphone. Sir, can I borrow your cellphone?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had unlocked his phone, went to the sofa, sat down, and looked for a SNS app. It was a SNS mainly used by the younger generation, based on sharing photos and videos rather than text.



    



    ARA Hae-seong's phone surprisingly had the app downloaded on it. He had been following 'Choi Hong-seo's' account. That account was still there, so Hae-seong couldn't have deleted the app either.



    



    Without asking what was going on, Lee Hae-seong quietly came over to Choi Hong-seo and sat down. Tiffany jumped onto his lap, and he watched Choi Hong-seo's hands as he gently massaged the spots he liked.



    



    “If Tiffany’s name really came from the name of the cat that the band’s vocalist had… Dong-ha’s cat would probably be the same, too. His name was Romeo.”



    



    It was unlikely that Yoon Hye-an, who did not seem to like animals that much, would have voluntarily raised a cat. Judging from the fact that her family raised dogs, she was more likely to be familiar with puppies than with cats. It was hard to believe that it was a coincidence that the two people who were sponsored by Jo Seong-hyeon ended up raising cats with such names.



    



    Choi Hong-seo entered the names of the cats that 'Freddie Mercury' had been with in his lifetime into the SNS search bar one by one. If it was President Cho's ritual to give cats named after 'Freddie Mercury's' pet cats to sponsors, it seemed certain that there were other targets besides Yoon Hye-an and Park Dong-ha. Maybe that would be a clue to finding Jo Sung-hyun's weakness.



    



    Oscar, Tom, Jerry, Delilah...



    



    The sponsored target was obviously a celebrity, so if he had just posted a post, it would have been exposed at the top of the search results. However, no posts of note were noticed. Choi Hong-seo's hands, which had been moving anxiously, stopped after searching for the fifth or sixth name.



    



    “......”



    



    “......”



    



    Choi Hong-seo and Lee Hae-seong looked at each other.



    



    #Goliath #companion cat #novice butler



    



    The protagonist of the post from two years ago, with a multi-colored short-haired cat with a hashtag like this. It was Go Ji-woon.



    



    ■
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    Go Ji-woon lived on the western edge of Seoul. The five-story one-room building, which seemed to be built over 20 years ago, was located in a remote corner of the one-room district, far from the main road.



    



    Lee Hae-seong and Choi Hong-seo, who got out of the car, slowly looked around the shabby building and its surroundings. The paint was peeling or scaly here and there in the building, as if the owner had neglected it, and traces of red rust running down the old building’s surface were clear. Unlike other buildings in the area, there was no door lock on the first-floor common entrance, and there was a lot of dust in front of it.



    



    The Go Ji-woon that Choi Hong-seo knew was not the kind of person who would go into debt to live in a studio apartment in the outskirts like this. He couldn't believe that Go Ji-woon was living here.



    



    Back when Choi Hong-seo was fine, Go Ji-woon was also invited to the housewarming party of 'Layered'. Go Ji-woon was a friend of another 'Layered' member, but strangely enough, he followed Choi Hong-seo well. Even though he followed him well, he was so prickly that he didn't really care about him.



    



    While Go Ji-woon was away that day, someone mentioned his new sponsor. Go Ji-woon received an apartment in Gangnam from his sponsor. If that sponsor was President Cho, he probably didn’t buy the apartment in Go Ji-woon’s name.



    



    Go Ji-woon lived on the fourth floor of a five-story building. There was no elevator, so Lee Hae-seong and Choi Hong-seo went up the stairs with the gifts they had prepared.



    



    The windows hanging on each landing had not been cleaned for a long time, and the dust had hardened and turned gray. Because of this, the atmosphere was darker and more gloomy than it actually was. Regardless of the private life or morality of the person, it was not pleasant to face the downfall of someone you had once greeted and spent time with. Choi Hong-seo’s steps as he climbed the stairs naturally slowed down.



    



    As if he had noticed my feelings, Hae-seong Lee, who had arrived on the 4th floor first, was looking down at me with a complicated expression.



    



    As I climbed up the last step, he reached out and wrapped his arms around the back of my neck. He slowly took in Choi Hong-seo, who was wearing a neat shirt and coat instead of the oversized hooded sweatshirt and padded jumper he usually wore, and his warm hands gently rubbed my neck.



    



    “Why do I look younger when I’m dressed like this?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo looked down at his appearance.



    



    “You said earlier that I looked like a new college graduate.”



    



    “Um... did I?”



    



    Suddenly, he raised his eyebrows and looked away. Then, he slowly ran the hand that was supporting his neck down the shoulder and sleeve of his coat.



    



    “The clothes definitely fit well. The shoulder line seems to come down a bit, and the sleeves look longer than the arms. It looks… loose, like I’m wearing my own clothes. Why is that?”



    



    “That’s because you keep looking at me as if I’m young.”



    



    “Yeah, to me, he looks like a kid wearing his dad’s suit. He’s just cute, and he makes me laugh when I see him, and I hope he never has to suffer again.”



    



    “......”



    



    “So, how about Hongseo going to the car and waiting right now? I’ll go and come back alone.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo shook his head a couple of times. He had heard the same question twice in the car on the way here, so he was able to strengthen his resolve.



    



    “In reality, I’m not just a cute kid, I’m really strong-minded, so don’t worry. And… you’re the one who gets anxious when you’re away from me. Why do you keep telling me to stay in the car?”



    



    “I think it’ll be okay since you’re joking.”



    



    Only then did his face relax a little and something like a smile appeared on his face. Hmm... He let out a long breath through his nose and wrapped his arms around Choi Hongseo's neck again, pulling him slightly. Then, unlike usual, his bangs were down, and he pressed his lips to her forehead, which was straight and exposed. His dry lips were dry but warm.



    



    “Don’t be disappointed even if nothing comes out of Go Ji-woon. Director Kang is currently investigating from various angles. There are plenty of ways to do it. Okay?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo looked up at Lee Hae-seong and nodded.



    



    At the housewarming party of the 'Layered' dormitory, Go Ji-woon was unable to socialize with people and was a loner. When Choi Hong-seo found Go Ji-woon sitting alone in the living room after leaving the restaurant where everyone was gathered, he looked quite unstable. The moment he found the photo he took with 'Goliath' on SNS, the conversation at that time came back to life more vividly.



    



    『People with money and power. Isn't there a way for people like us to exploit their weaknesses?』



    



    Go Ji-woon, who was sitting in the dark that day and asking Choi Hong-seo for advice, looked quite desperate.



    



    "If I could just give this person one reason why he won't be able to abandon me easily... I wouldn't have to worry about anything from now on."



    



    It seemed like he would do anything to make sure his sponsor wouldn't abandon him. Go Ji-woon was different from Park Dong-ha. If it was Go Ji-woon at that time, it seemed like he would have definitely gotten something.



    



    The doorbell was broken. When Hae-seong knocked on the door a couple of times, the front door opened without asking who it was. Choi Hong-seo was greatly surprised by Go Ji-woon’s appearance through the crack in the door, but he didn’t show it. Go Ji-woon glanced at the faces of the visitors one by one and stepped back to let them in.



    



    “Come in.”



    



    The one-room apartment, which was about 7 or 8 pyeong in size, looked like it had been cleaned up hastily and carelessly. However, no matter how I put it, it wasn’t a house that had been cleaned neatly. It was different from the fact that I had been busy for a few days and hadn’t been able to do anything. There was evidence everywhere that the owner of the room had lost his will to live.



    



    “I have nothing to give you since you are someone who lives like this. I am sorry.”



    



    “It’s okay. Don’t worry about appearances.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong gave a concise answer to Go Ji-woon, who was mumbling with an expressionless face. And the three of them sat down in a cramped space next to the bed.



    



    If it were the old Go Ji-woon, he would never have thought of living in a house like this, but even if he had no choice but to live there, he would never have invited anyone to his house. But Go Ji-woon said he didn't want to go out and chose his house as the meeting place. That must mean he was mentally exhausted...



    



    “I know you must have been surprised by my sudden contact, but thank you for meeting me. It’s a gift. Please keep it.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong pushed the large shopping bag he had brought in front of Go Ji-woon. It was a shopping bag from a very expensive brand known as the best of the best, but Go Ji-woon only nodded and showed no interest in the gift. The Go Ji-woon that Choi Hong-seo knew seemed completely different. A person with no hope, joy, or even obsession in life.



    



    “But why did you want to see someone like me...”



    



    Go Ji-woon, who had practically retired from the entertainment industry and lived in seclusion after the suicide incident, showed no interest in the story of Yoon Hye-an, with whom he had no connection, wanting to meet. If ARA's Lee Hae-seong had not secretly told him that he had something to offer and that they had to meet and talk, today's meeting would not have happened.



    



    “I think it’s probably not a bad story for Mr. Go Ji-woon either. You know President Jo Seong-hyeon, right?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong got straight to the point without hesitation. When President Cho’s name was mentioned, Go Ji-woon’s expression changed noticeably. He looked at the two people sitting in front of him with anxious eyes alternately, and he sat down and stepped back hesitantly.



    



    “T-Why is that? No matter what that human said, I... I didn’t commit a sin!”



    



    “No, that’s not it. I came to see if Go Ji-woon knew of Jo Seong-hyeon’s weaknesses.”



    



    “Weakness...?”



    



    “We are having a bit of a headache because of Jo Seong-hyeon. We are trying to find a way to quietly silence him. We are hoping that Go Ji-woon can help us in that regard.”



    



    There was no impatience or impatience in Hae-seong's voice, so much so that it sounded like they were discussing some trivial, everyday matter. He didn't even press for an answer so as not to frighten the other person.



    



    Go Ji-woon swallowed dry saliva several times. His eyes, which were glancing at Lee Hae-seong while chewing his lower lip, had a brighter glow than before.



    



    “There is a video... uh, there is.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo took a deep breath without realizing it. Lee Hae-seong stretched out his arm and firmly grabbed Choi Hong-seo’s hand, and Choi Hong-seo held onto Lee Hae-seong’s fingertips tightly. Go Ji-woon’s gaze glanced at the two hands that were entangled together.



    



    Some more time passed in heavy silence.



    



    Go Ji-woon, who had been sitting silently with his head down and chewing his lips, suddenly stood up. He opened the small refrigerator, took out a bottle of soju, poured it into a mug, and drank it down while standing.



    



    Go Ji-woon turned his back on the two people and stood in front of the sink, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand and breathing heavily for a while, shaking his shoulders.



    



    “I secretly took these pictures so I could threaten you if you tried to leave me later...”



    



    After a self-deprecating snicker, Go Ji-woon returned to his seat holding a mug.



    



    “When it was actually thrown away, I couldn’t even bring up the video.”



    



    After taking a few more sips of soju, the bitter voice continued.



    



    “If I had to be specific, what I had was more like a nuclear bomb... but I was still scared.”



    



    “What are you talking about?”



    



    “The money and power that man possesses.”



    



    Go Ji-woon answered with a crooked smile, “Why are you asking such an obvious question?” and reached for the soju again.



    



    “I’m a B- or C-class actor who can barely get a role if that person gives me money. That person may not be a tycoon, but he has enough money, power, and connections to bury someone like me. That kind of video is useless in the hands of someone like me… It’s just trash...”



    



    “Yes, I understand why you think that way.”



    



    Understanding said, nodding in a dry voice. And then added.



    



    “But if that image is in the hands of Lee Hae-sung, then it’s a different story, right?”



    



    “......”



    



    This time, Go Ji-woon’s expression also changed. His collapsed posture gradually returned to normal, and his eyes showed interest.
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    “But if that image is in the hands of Lee Hae-sung, then it’s a different story, right?”



    



    “......”



    



    This time, Go Ji-woon’s expression also changed. His collapsed posture gradually returned to normal, and his eyes showed interest.



    



    “If the video that Mr. Ko Ji-woon has meets our expectations, I would like to make a deal. Depending on the value of the video, I will set a reasonable price. If it is a video that can definitely strangle Jo Sung-hyun, I will offer up to 1 billion won.”



    



    “Poem, poem... ten billion?”



    



    “I’ll provide you with a separate residence. All I need is 1 billion won in cash.”



    



    Go Ji-woon swallowed dry saliva and rolled his eyes here and there. He bit his lower lip without stopping, his face completely drained of the alcohol he had suddenly consumed. Lee Hae-seong urged him on with a flat voice.



    



    “First, can I check the video first?”



    



    A unique idiom that makes it sound like a polite request that is so gentle it almost sounds languid, but somehow sounds like a roundabout command.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been quietly looking around the small house, glanced at Lee Hae-seong, who was sitting so close that their knees were touching.



    



    “If it’s okay with the director and the actor, can I see a little bit of the acting?”



    



    The day I first met Lee Hae-seong at Director Kang Woo-hyun's house. That's how Lee Hae-seong treated Choi Hong-seo that day. Now I know that it was Lee Hae-seong's businesslike attitude, but at the time, he was a special VIP in Choi Hong-seo's eyes. It was the first time that a VIP, not even a top star, treated a celebrity nerd with such manners.



    



    From the beginning, when he had kept his distance and treated her harshly, he had been like that since then. He was a salvation from President Cho's dirty demands, and a salvation that turned the entertainment venue into a proper acting audition.



    



    He felt Choi Hong-seo's gaze and turned to look at him. Just by pulling the corners of his lips slightly, he was able to give Choi Hong-seo some peace of mind.



    



    If only I could do that. Instead of making him run barefoot along the beach and not being able to sleep properly... If only I could end all the anxiety surrounding him. If only I could see him sleeping soundly next to me, with a comfortable smile and sweet dreams.



    



    To do that, all he could do was do his best to solve the immediate problem. Choi Hong-seo smiled brightly at him. To reassure him.



    



    In the meantime, Go Ji-woon, who had been thinking about it, made up his mind and quietly got up from his seat. Then, he searched through the drawer behind him and took out a cell phone that was hidden deep inside.



    



    “If you’re trying to fuck that guy, then it might help. All people who try to get celebrities through sponsorship are like that, but that guy is especially a total pervert. He’s like, “Would you spend that much money just to have missionary sex in bed?”



    



    Go Ji-woon, who laughed bitterly and snorted, turned on the phone and fiddled with it. When Go Ji-woon handed the phone to Lee Hae-seong, there was a paused video on the screen. And something flashed in Go Ji-woon’s eyes, which had been empty and vain.



    



    “No matter how much of a person you are, it would be scary to see something like that spread around the world.”



    



    Go Ji-woon, who had been talking up to that point, glanced at Yoon Hye-an.



    



    “I’m sure you know this too, but Jo Seong-hyeon, you’re incredibly proud of the fact that you’re self-made. Chaebols are just lucky enough to be born into a good family, and they’re all idiots who don’t have the ability and only know how to bully their subordinates. You always say things that look down on chaebols, but hey, in my opinion, that’s an inferiority complex.”



    



    “......”



    



    “I envy the chaebols. Just hearing something like that makes me have a seizure.”



    



    When Yoon Hye-an showed no response even though he spoke as if asking for consent, Go Ji-woon muttered as if talking to himself.



    



    “Ah... Did you say you lost your memories after waking up?”



    



    Go Ji-woon took another sip of soju and spoke calmly.



    



    “You and I met at the same time as Jo Sung-hyun. You knew that I met Jo Sung-hyun and came to me, right? You’re being threatened because of that, so you’re trying to find a weakness… Right?”



    



    “That’s right. If you know anything about Jo Seong-hyeon, just tell me.”



    



    Instead of Choi Hong-seo, Lee Hae-seong stepped forward and answered.



    



    “He’s the kind of person who doesn’t even try to hide the fact that he’s seeing other people at the same time. But when you ask him about this and that, he starts babbling again… I don’t know the details, but he really hates being jealous. He thinks you’re dating me right now.”



    



    Go Ji-woon tilted his mug deeply, wondering if there was much soju left.



    



    “Jo Sung-hyun acts like a really good sponsor at first. He lets me live in a fancy house, drives a fancy car, and gives me fancy roles. He’s a pervert, but like he says, I didn’t meet him to date him. He seems to spare no expense for me, so I listen to him. I couldn’t let him go, so I was almost out of my mind. But in reality, he controls me as he pleases. He told me to leave the group, right? He only lets me do the projects he picks for me. Since he has the ability to actually put me in the projects he picks for me, I listen to him even more. But when I come to my senses later, my skills haven’t improved at all, and I can’t get even a single minor role without Jo Sung-hyun’s help.”



    



    I could guess to some extent why Go Ji-woon and Yoon Hye-an attempted suicide. If their relationship with their sponsor ended in that situation, it would mean the end of their entertainment careers. What if that sponsor had countless sex videos and photos of them, and even blackmailed them with them?



    



    Choi Hong-seo slowly exhaled while looking down. He felt dizzy for a moment as if he was standing on the 32nd floor again.



    



    “What’s wrong? Are you feeling unwell?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong asked worriedly, holding Choi Hong-seo's upper body.



    



    “No. Just take a deep breath. Let’s check the video together.”



    



    Understanding had an expression of complete reluctance. The moment his eyes met hers, Choi Hong-seo could feel all of his emotions. The affectionate warmth that wanted to protect him from being shocked or hurt. The deep protective instinct toward himself.



    



    Choi Hong-seo also answered him with an unwavering gaze. It was okay. He said he wanted to go through each and every one of these processes with you.



    



    Hmm... Lee Hae-seong let out a low sigh, as if he had no choice, and spoke to Go Ji-woon.



    



    “If it’s uncomfortable, I’ll turn down the volume and play it.”



    



    “......”



    



    Go Ji-woon frowned and frowned. It was an expression as if he had heard something he shouldn't have heard.



    



    “Why are you doing that?”



    



    “No, it’s just… ARA is understanding. But, the fact that she considers the position of a guy like me… I just find that amazing. Like the rumors say, she really is a model student… I thought.”



    



    “Just as not all poor people are cowardly before money, not all powerful people live like Jo Seong-hyeon. Everyone is different.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Well, it’s true that most people are unlucky.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong's expression was serious, but Go Ji-woon burst out into a short laugh. He himself seemed to be at a loss for laughter in this situation, so he rubbed his face as if he was crushing it. However, Lee Hae-seong's own face showed no change at all.



    



    “And, I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not as good of a model student as people say I am.”



    



    “......”



    



    “Once you make up your mind, there is no need to be a backstabber . ”



    



    “This... fire... what is it?”



    



    Go Ji-woon asked with an expression that said he had no idea what was going on, and Lee Hae-seong shook his head and held up his cell phone.



    



    “It’s nothing. Then can I watch the video now?”



    



    Go Ji-woon's expression, which had seemed to relax for a moment, became heavy again. Then, he nodded thoughtfully and slowly.



    



    “Leave the volume as it is. Even the words you babble are art.”



    



    Go Ji-woon answered like that, leaning his back against the back chest of drawers, and tilted the mug containing soju.



    



    Hae-seong adjusted the position of his phone so that he could see it with Choi Hong-seo. Then he touched the triangular arrow on the screen. A video shot in the bathroom, not the bedroom, was played.



    



    Meanwhile, Go Ji-woon went to the refrigerator and brought out another bottle of soju.



    



    While watching the video, Choi Hong-seo felt like vomiting several times. He held back the urge to throw up what he had eaten. He clearly didn’t show it, but at some point, Lee Hae-seong put his arm around his shoulder. It was a strong hug, holding him tightly so that he wouldn’t collapse or fall. He didn’t try to act strong, but leaned against him.



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon said that it is not worth spending a lot of money to have sex on the top in bed. I thought I knew the psychology of those in power better than anyone else, but even Choi Hong-seo was able to keep his mouth shut.



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon was a pervert on par with Lee Seo-kyung.



    



    No, if we were to judge it as a psychological shock, it was even worse than Lee Seo-kyung's taste.



    



    If the video were to be released, it would certainly be a scandal that would turn the entire country upside down, and all the self-made fruits that Jo Sung-hyun considered so important would go down the drain. That was the extent of the impact of the video.



    



    His breathing was getting rougher. Choi Hong-seo, who was almost completely embraced by Lee Hae-seong and only had his eyes focused on the video, was holding onto Lee Hae-seong’s coat collar tightly.



    



    He couldn't even think of closing his eyes or looking away, and he couldn't take his eyes off the video as if he were being tortured.



    



    “Ugh, ugh...”



    



    The moment my breathing completely became disordered, my vision darkened. By a soft and warm movement, the hand of Hae-seong, who had been holding my shoulder, came over and covered the upper part of my face.



    



    The video, which was about an hour long, played for only about 15 minutes, and Lee Hae-seong stopped it. Pulling Choi Hong-seo’s face, which was covered by his eyes, to his chest, Lee Hae-seong’s gaze turned to Go Ji-woon, who was sitting across from him.



    



    “This is enough. Okay. I’ll trade for 1 billion.”



    



    Unlike the bloodless and trembling lips of Choi Hong-seo revealed under Lee Hae-seong's large hand, Lee Hae-seong's voice and complexion were no different from before he saw the video.



    



    Go Ji-woon opened his eyes wide and his mouth was open, as if he couldn't believe it. He looked bewildered. It was partly because of the shock of actually being offered 1 billion won, and partly because of ARA's Hae-seong's lovey-dovey display right in front of his eyes.
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    However, Jeong Hae-seong continued his businesslike conversation without showing any sign of awkwardness.



    



    “I have personally invested a little in ENA Entertainment. It is not a large entertainment company, but it is a trustworthy company. If Go Ji-woon wants it, I will support him so that he can make a comeback after signing the contract.”



    



    Go Ji-woon shook his head helplessly after hearing Lee Hae-seong's suggestion.



    



    “I’m sick of the entertainment industry now. I thought I would be successful if the powerful and rich pushed me, but… I see that no matter how much you push someone, they won’t succeed. Including me.”



    



    He added, spinning the mug around behind a self-deprecating, bloody laugh.



    



    “I had no talent or perseverance to begin with... so I have no regrets about it anymore.”



    



    Hae-seong nodded concisely.



    



    “I see. I understand. If you agree to the deal, I will edit out all the parts of the video that can identify Go Ji-woon. I will reassemble the video focusing on Jo Sung-hyun, so you can rest assured about that.”



    



    Only then did Hae-seong let go of Choi Hong-seo, whom he had been holding to his chest with his eyes closed. In the meantime, his breathing had stabilized, but his face was still pale. Hae-seong, who was watching his dry lips tremble, spoke to Go Ji-woon.



    



    “Would you like a glass of water?”



    



    When Go Ji-woon poured water into another mug, Lee Hae-seong was gently rubbing Choi Hong-seo’s back. Lee Hae-seong accepted the mug as a thank you and gave Choi Hong-seo a few sips. Go Ji-woon went back to the dresser opposite, sat down with his knees up, and quietly watched the scene.



    



    The ARA Hae-seong that Go Ji-woon actually saw had an appearance that made her cringe and feel even more scared the moment she saw him, like a gang boss. First of all, he was very tall and had a good physique, but he looked even more intimidating because he was wearing a black long coat.



    



    If we assume that Lee Hae-seong is an actor (since he was a mask that could be used even if he was an actor), he would be more suited to the role of a gangster than a conglomerate. Not a punk who uses his fists and a knife, but an elite executive who graduated from a prestigious university. There are a lot of such settings in movies and dramas these days. However, when I pictured a scene where he stabs someone in the stomach with a knife with his clean and neat hand, it seemed like it would suit him well.



    



    Anyway, as the grandson of Chairman Lee Kang-moon and the successor to the ARA Group, he had a completely different vibe from ordinary people who were worried about their credit card bills due next month, were saving up for a trip to Europe, and were wondering if there was a way to go camping instead of attending the wedding of a coworker they weren't particularly close with on the weekend.



    



    No matter how useful it is, he is someone who would pay 1 billion for a single video. With his level of understanding, he could have used not just one idol member but an entire group as his puppet. The sight of such a person putting all his effort into an idol while holding it close to his side was definitely a sight to see for Go Ji-woon.



    



    'Yoon Hye-an' was also visibly completely dependent on Lee Hae-seong. She breathed as Lee Hae-seong guided her, and she gave herself over to the hands stroking her head, shoulders, and back.



    



    Yoon Hye-an, whose face was pale, still looked tired. Well, if you saw that video, that would be a normal reaction. It would be strange for someone like Lee Hae-seong to not react at all.



    



    Or... did you remember something after watching the video? After all, Yoon Hye-an was also sponsored by Jo Seong-hyeon. She probably went through something similar to what happened to me.



    



    Go Ji-woon sat up straight, leaning against the dresser. Lee Hae-seong was so close that he could only see half of Yoon Hye-an’s pale face, hidden by his shoulders and arms. He felt uneasy, wondering if he had brought up the memories of someone he had forgotten and was living well.



    



    No, who am I worried about now? They have the best understanding in the world. I'll bring down birds and raise dead people.



    



    Go Ji-woon, who found a mug and took a few more sips of soju, opened his mouth heavily.



    



    "however..."



    



    “......”



    



    “Even if I edit it... Jo Sung-hyun will know that the source of this video is me...”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who was sitting with his back almost halfway turned to Go Ji-woon, and Choi Hong-seo, who was obscured by him, looked back at Go Ji-woon at the same time.



    



    Go Ji-woon, who was speaking hesitantly, looked unstable. His impatience was evident from the tips of his fingers that were scratching the handle of the mug with his thumb.



    



    “I told you to live quietly and with a grudge. If you even slightly offend me, I’ll release all my videos and photos. I’ll make it so you can’t even show your face at the convenience store in front of my house...”



    



    Lifting Choi Hong-seo's chin slightly and confirming that his complexion had somewhat recovered, Lee Hae-seong answered while keeping his gaze fixed on his lover's face.



    



    “There will never be a case where Mr. Ko Ji-woon will be disadvantaged by Jo Seong-hyeon. I promise.”



    



    “How do you promise that?



    



    Go Ji-woon put down the mug as if throwing it to the ground, covered his head, and dropped his head between his knees.



    



    This time, Choi Hong-seo quietly looked at Go Ji-woon.



    



    Yoon Hye-an and Go Ji-woon, who wanted to have their own sponsors, and Choi Hong-seo, who was forced into prostitution after being filmed in detail during a rape scene and threatened with the footage. Their backgrounds could not be said to be the same.



    



    But living under threat with videos or photos of yourself that you don't want anyone to see... Living each day knowing that such information is in the hands of evil people... Choi Hong-seo knew that well. Looking back, it's hard to believe that he didn't go crazy and that he had gotten through those times with the hope that it would end someday.



    



    “I know. I wonder how Go Ji-woon feels right now.”



    



    Go Ji-woon slowly raised her head at the soft voice of 'Yoon Hye-an'. Lee Hae-seong, who had been sitting with his back half turned away from Go Ji-woon as if hiding Choi Hong-seo, turned his body to open the space between the two. Choi Hong-seo knelt down and stepped forward a little.



    



    “If only I could erase those materials, I would feel like I could do anything. Even though I know it’s useless, I would go back in time in my head several times a day. Should I have done this? Should I have done that? Then I would hate myself more than Jo Sung-hyun.”



    



    Life is sometimes not made up of only clearly visible values.



    



    If Myung Do-hoon had suggested working at a host bar from the first time they met, Choi Hong-seo would have refused. He would not have met Myung Do-hoon again. He might have continued working part-time at a convenience store and then, under pressure from his parents, got a job at a dormitory-type factory. He might have gotten involved in something worse than meeting Myung Do-hoon or Lee Seo-kyung. No one knows the life they have not lived.



    



    Whatever the reason or situation, I had no intention of making excuses about my experience as a host. If I had resolutely sorted things out then, I could have avoided the terrible things that happened later. Why didn't I feel such regret and self-blame? Countless times, I cursed and cursed myself as much as I cursed and cursed Lee Seo-kyung and Myung Do-hoon. You're still a cheap bastard.



    



    But Choi Hong-seo changed his mind after meeting and falling in love with Lee Hae-seong. He couldn't be responsible for the terrible things that happened afterwards.



    



    A life of being raped, filmed, and dragged around while being threatened with it.



    



    I never  that kind of life.



    



    There is no cheap kid in this world who deserves to be treated like that.



    



    “It’s not a shameful thing to have had a sponsor, but that doesn’t mean you should be filmed and threatened like that. I know how it feels to feel wronged, anxious, and then to hate yourself.”



    



    “You didn’t lose your memory, did you?”



    



    Go Ji-woon's face, which had become more relaxed and now even friendly, turned to 'Yoon Hye-an', and 'Choi Hong-seo' answered in a calm voice.



    



    “You don’t have to have the same experience to empathize.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong joined the conversation, wrapping his palm around the back of Choi Hong-seo's neck, who was sitting in front.



    



    “How can you be sure that Mr. Go Ji-woon will not be disadvantaged?”



    



    Go Ji-woon and Choi Hong-seo both saw understanding.



    



    “Since Jo Sung-hyun threatened her with the video, Go Ji-woon had no choice but to listen to Jo Sung-hyun, right? Because of Jo Sung-hyun’s money and power.”



    



    “......”



    



    “If I threaten Jo Sung-hyun with the video, he will have no choice but to listen to me.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had been gently stroking Choi Hong-seo's neck, grabbed the long hem of his coat that was hanging down behind him. Choi Hong-seo, who was kneeling, was dragged back to his seat.



    



    “Even if they cry out loud to threaten others, it is the frogs that will end up getting eaten, not the eagles. There is no reversal in the ecological pyramid.”



    



    Only then did Go Ji-woon look relieved. He realized that the image that he could not use properly in his own hands would become a powerful weapon in the hands of Lee Hae-seong. Go Ji-woon swallowed dry saliva and opened his lips as if he had made up his mind.



    



    “Can I just hand over the video?”



    



    “I thought about it carefully.”



    



    After a brief exchange of words about the transaction procedure, Lee Hae-seong and Choi Hong-seo got up from their seats. Go Ji-woon also followed behind them to see off the guests.



    



    “I think it would be best to rest somewhere quiet until the work is completely finished. Do you remember Director Kang, who I spoke to about this? Director Kang will prepare it for you.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had said that to Go Ji-woon for the last time, pulled Choi Hong-seo’s shoulder and told him to go out to the front door first. However, Choi Hong-seo hesitated, glancing at Go Ji-woon without moving.



    



    “But what happened to the cat? I can’t see it...”



    



    “A cat? Are you talking about Goliath?”



    



    Go Ji-woon made a surprised expression as if he didn't know how he knew that. Then he soon concluded that if Lee Hae-seong tried to find out, there was no information he couldn't get his hands on.



    



    “Jo Sung-hyun is a huge fan of ‘Queen.’ I heard that the vocalist there raised several cats… One day, he brought them home without consulting me and told me to raise them. At first, he raised them against my will. Later, he wanted to kill that person, but Goliath was pretty. After I ended up living like this… I sent them to my mom’s house. Because I couldn’t take care of them properly.”



    



    Go Ji-woon, who was looking down at the floor as if feeling guilty, looked up and saw Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “You might have been there too, the cat... remember?”



    



    “I am healthy and well. I am trustworthy.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded and smiled slightly, just slightly. Go Ji-woon looked at Choi Hong-seo carefully.



    



    “Your impression has changed a lot since before.”



    



    "is it so?"



    



    “He looks a lot like the older brother I knew. In the past, even when people said he looked similar, I didn’t think so. Now, he looks a lot like that older brother. It’s just his impression.”



    



    The brother I knew.



    



    I was grateful that Go Ji-woon thought of Choi Hong-seo when he saw Yoon Hye-an in front of him. To borrow Lee Hae-seong’s words, the reason Go Ji-woon thought of Choi Hong-seo now was not because of Yoon Hye-an’s facial features, but because of Choi Hong-seo’s unique scent inside her.



    



    It was as if they had recognized me. That was what Choi Hong-seo thought.



    



    Perhaps it was to make it easier for the two of them to talk, but Lee Hae-seong turned his back to the front door and stood there. Go Ji-woon gestured at Lee Hae-seong with her eyes and asked in a lowered voice.



    



    “But... how long have you been dating?”



    



    “......”



    



    “You got divorced, but weren’t you still married?”



    



    “Don’t you think of me as a sponsor?”



    



    Go Ji-woon chuckled at Choi Hong-seo's surprised question.



    



    “Who didn’t have any sponsors?”



    



    “......”



    



    “What kind of sponsor in the world treats a kid they’re just playing with like that? You can tell just by looking at them that they’re dating.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong turned his body back to face the front door. Go Ji-woon stepped back, looking at Lee Hae-seong’s expression with a stinging expression.



    



    “You said you have no attachment to the entertainment industry, so I think it would be a good idea to open a café for you. I will connect you with a consulting firm through Director Kang. It will help you make a living for the time being.”



    



    Go Ji-woon seemed bewildered as to why such an additional suggestion was suddenly made. Go Ji-woon did not know, but Choi Hong-seo seemed to know why Lee Hae-seong made such a suggestion. Choi Hong-seo felt good because he saw them as dating rather than as a sponsor.



    



    As they left the front door, Lee Hae-seong reached out and grabbed Choi Hong-seo's hand. The stairs were too narrow for the two men to walk down side by side, but they went down the stairs, almost hugging each other.



    



    When he got into the backseat of the waiting car, the attendant in the driver's seat immediately handed Lee Hae-seong a cell phone as if he had been waiting for him.



    



    “Well, that’s a pretty good number. I also got some information from this side. Go Ji-woon has some good footage. It’s more valuable than I expected. I’ll share the footage right away. Did you get Jo Sung-hyun’s schedule?”



    



    While Hae-seong was talking on the phone, the car slowly and skillfully made its way through the narrow alley. Even though it was a clear afternoon without a single cloud, the alley of the one-room apartment complex, packed close together, was dark as if it was about to rain.



    



    “Tomorrow morning? That’s great. Let’s set it up.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo asked Lee Hae-seong, who had finished the call with a satisfied expression.



    



    “Is this Director Kang?”



    



    “Jo Sung-hyun said he has a golf outing scheduled for tomorrow, so I was going to send him a small gift.”



    



    “But what I said at that house earlier? That guy called you some kind of gangster.”



    



    “Oh, you’re a traitor?”



    



    “I know what you mean,” Lee Hae-seong said with a smile and nodded.



    



    “What does that mean?”



    



    His smiling face tilted obliquely as he turned to Choi Hong-seo. A warm hand came over and cupped his cheek. And as usual, his thumb gently stroked his skin.



    



    “If someone trips you and makes you fall, that person will lose both his legs.”



    



    Even as he spoke scary words, his voice was like a crispy pastry soaked with honey. Choi Hong-seo silently rubbed his cheek against the palm of his hand that covered his face. Like Tiffany. As if comforting him.



    



    ■
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    8 a.m. It was usually the time when Jo Seong-hyeon would start his day by swimming at the fitness club of the Knox Hotel, where he had been a member for several years. Although he enjoyed a variety of exercise, he did not prefer outdoor activities. Among them, golf, which was relatively static and close to social exercise, was especially not to Jo Seong-hyeon’s taste.



    



    Still, the reason I was at the golf course clubhouse early in the morning, braving the December cold, was to entertain.



    



    “Winter rounds have their own charm. Don’t you think so, Mr. Cho?”



    



    “Yes, sir. The harsher the environment, the greater the sense of conquest.”



    



    “As expected. As expected of a self-made man, President Cho also enjoys challenges. A true golfer should know how to enjoy winter rounds. Why should he just stay at a screen golf course because it’s cold?”



    



    An old man with half-bald gray hair standing at the entrance nodded his head, satisfied with Jo Seong-hyeon's answer.



    



    The man was the central figure at today's reception.



    



    The selection of the implementation company for the large-scale land development and redevelopment project , which the Korea Land Development Corporation (GX) 1) signed agreements with the governments of four North African countries, was scheduled to take place early next year.



    



    Park Yong-hoon was the president of GX, and it would not be an exaggeration to say that he had the authority to select the event organizer. And Jo Seong-hyeon had to win this business right no matter what.



    



    The chairman of JS Construction even called Jo Seong-hyeon to a separate dinner and emphasized the importance of this project. The chairman, who had been nagging at the company for several years about the sluggish growth rate, finally got angry and told him to be prepared to take off his clothes if he failed to secure the project rights.



    



    Recently, the construction industry in Korea has not been as active as it used to be. This is a common phenomenon in countries that have achieved a certain level of economic growth. However, the chairman insisted on increasing the growth rate unconditionally, citing the incompetence of the management as the reason.



    



    This is why those who are born with a diamond spoon in their mouths are no good... Damn, those who don't even know the basics of business, they just strangle you and bark orders and when they get results, they think that's their ability.



    



    Although he was gritting his teeth, Jo Seong-hyeon had no choice but to put effort into GX’s Park Yong-hoon. After entertaining GX’s overseas business division head for two months, he finally managed to arrange a meeting with Park Yong-hoon, and today was the third time. Since Park Yong-hoon was into golf, all three of those meetings were golf meetings.



    



    Wouldn't it be better if he was an inspiration who could illuminate the spiritual world?



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon was dying from the thought of eating galbitang at the golf course clubhouse from early in the morning, as it didn't suit his personality.



    



    “Sir, this... This North African business. President Cho is the right person for many reasons. He has been in charge of the overseas business division at JS for a long time, and...”



    



    After collecting tens of millions of won, the head of the headquarters who had arranged a meeting with President Park Yong-hoon secretly brought up the main topic. If the matter went well, he had promised to receive an additional 20 million won, so the head of the headquarters had no choice but to actively participate.



    



    “The chief came out of the round and talked about work? I think he said he was considering it.”



    



    However, President Park Yong-hoon immediately frowned and expressed his discomfort.



    



    He was a man who would not budge even with just a round of hospitality. He was insensitive to sex, but his father-in-law was sensitive to money. Given the scale of the business, he would not budge even with 100 or 200 million won. If he spent 500 million won, it would be about 1/6 of his annual salary, but there was no way. He couldn’t step down from his position as CEO of JS Construction because he was afraid of losing 500 million won.



    



    Plus, since it would soon bring in some salty side income, it could be considered an investment to that extent.



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon thought of the data on Yoon Hye-an that was stored on his hard drive and cell phone. Just thinking about them made him full even without eating.



    



    Thanks to those materials, I didn't even need to force a smile when I saw President Park Yong-hoon's disgusting face, thinking about insulting Lee Hae-seong and extorting a lot of money from him. I just laughed.



    



    “Yes, Chief. Do you have any urgent matters to discuss outside like this? Should we head downstairs now?”



    



    “Yeah. I feel a little better after eating a hearty meal.”



    



    “They say that even though the temperature is low today, the greens aren’t that frozen because the sun is out.”



    



    “So what if it’s freezing? I’ve shot 90 on a snow-covered field in minus five degrees.”



    



    “Oh, yes, sir. I heard that too! You’re really amazing!”



    



    Jo Sung-hyun's face was almost cramping because he had to keep a smile on his face the whole time to please Park Yong-hoon. But it was worth persevering. If he failed to win the business rights, he would have to take off his clothes, which also meant that if he succeeded in winning the business rights, his position in the company would become more solid.



    



    When I went down to the start house, the cart I was going to use today was waiting.



    



    “Sir, I heard that they sell oden at the cafe on the first floor. You’ve already eaten, but should I prepare some soup so you can enjoy it hot?”



    



    “Odeng? President Cho, you’ve learned so much, you’re saying that Odeng is something?”



    



    When the current First Vice Minister of Land, Infrastructure and Transport, who was one of the group members and a close associate of Park Yong-hoon, clicked his tongue and pointed out this, President Park Yong-hoon shook his head and took Jo Seong-hyeon's side.



    



    “No, no. For old-timers like me, you have to say ‘odeng’ to get it to stick in your mouth. If you say ‘eomuk’, it just doesn’t taste as good.”



    



    Of course, Jo Seong-hyeon calculated it and said it.



    



    “As expected, President Cho is a self-made man like me, so we can relate to each other. Eating a skewer of oden outside in this weather is really good. President Cho is surprisingly good at taking care of these little things.”



    



    While the group was warming up on the practice green, Jo Sung-hyun left with his secretary to buy fish cakes. Normally, there would be no reason for him to do something like this himself, but in order to look good to someone like Park Yong-hoon, it was important to show that he was taking the initiative, even in the smallest details.



    



    While his secretary was ordering fish cakes at the cafe inside the golf course start house, Jo Seong-hyeon muttered curses while looking out the window at Park Yong-hoon's gang.



    



    “What the hell is wrong with you, old lady? Where did you get the idea to lump me together with a bunch of idiots? I was born to parents who farmed in the countryside.”



    



    Unlike CEO Park Yong-hoon, who was a self-made man but was from a small town in the countryside, Jo Sung-hyun was a typical Gangnam kid. He did not come from a family of doctors who owned a general hospital or a powerful family that produced high-ranking officials for generations. His grandfather moved to Gangnam early because he was in the trend and made a fortune in real estate, and thanks to that, Jo Sung-hyun’s father grew up in wealth and studied enough to retire with a position similar to that of a manager at a large company.



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon also grew up without any lack, but his family environment was extremely ordinary during his growth process. Even while he was on the road to success with his rapid promotion, Jo Seong-hyeon only benefited from his seniors from prestigious universities, and never from his parents or family.



    



    At the same time that he despised the so-called diamond spoon people, Jo Sung-hyun's consciousness was based on ridicule and contempt for ordinary people like President Park Yong-hoon.



    



    Jo Sung-hyun, who was chewing on Park Yong-hoon, who was practicing putting while surrounded by his fawning aides, took out his cell phone and called the number saved as 'Romeo'.



    



    [yes.]



    



    The phone connected before it rang two or three times. It was beating.



    



    “Stay tuned today. I’ll stop by.”



    



    [What time is it? I have an acting lesson today...]



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon, who was already feeling down, gritted his teeth and glared.



    



    “What did you eat wrong? Will it end at 12, or 4, or will it end with drinks at dinner? Do I have to plan all that and report it to you? Can’t you just cancel your lesson and wait? Dong-ha, you’re already in a shitty mood right now, do you want me to make it even rougher today?”



    



    [No, no. I, I'll cancel. I'll cancel the lesson and stay home.]



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon ended the call, feeling a small sense of satisfaction at the voice that was full of fear.



    



    Canceling the casting of a drama that was almost finished as the lead role and forcing him out of the officetel where he was currently living were effective in making Park Dong-ha listen, but the most effective thing was still a video.



    



    After watching the video that Jo Seong-hyeon had, Park Dong-han became a very gentle dog. It was fortunate that he didn't pee on the floor. Like other children have done so far.



    



    It was a good choice to make Yoon Hye-an see the scene where she is scared. It is necessary to make it clear that threats do not end in words.



    



    The secretary brought a tray of fish cakes in front of Jo Seong-hyeon, who was raising the corners of his mouth with a bloody smile.



    



    “Boss, the fish cake is here.”



    



    “I’ll give it to Park Yong-hoon and Kang Min-wook, so you take the position of head of the headquarters.”



    



    "all right."



    



    I left the cafe holding a generously sized, thick paper cup filled with fish cake and soup.



    



    “Here comes the odeng. It’s more filling than I thought. It’s hot, so be careful.”



    



    “This isn’t the old-fashioned Odeng. It looks neat, but it doesn’t taste like the food I used to eat when I was young. Why did it taste like that in the old days...”



    



    While I was listening to Park Yong-hoon's old story with one ear and letting it out the other, I felt a vibration in my jumper pocket. It wasn't the official cell phone that my secretary was carrying, but the personal cell phone of Jo Seong-hyeon, who had called Park Dong-ha a little while ago. The calls coming in this way were often much more secretive and important, so I didn't miss them unless absolutely necessary.



    



    “Okay, boss. Let’s go to the cart now.”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon followed the backs of Park Yong-hoon and his men as they followed their secretary, and took out his cell phone.



    



    “What is this?”



    



    Only a few people know this number, but a messenger message arrived from an unknown account.



    



    'As a token of my gratitude to CEO Jo Sung-hyun, a small gift...' Jo Sung-hyun clicked on the chat window without thinking after seeing his name floating in the preview, and his face instantly turned pale.



    



    “Fuck... what... what is this.”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon reflexively and madly turned down the volume of the video.



    



    Sex video. However, it wasn't a sex video that only showed the other person that Jo Sung-hyun himself had filmed. Since it was an enlarged version of the original that only showed Jo Sung-hyun's part, the image quality wasn't that great, but it was clear enough that anyone could tell that the man in the video was Jo Sung-hyun.



    



    It was easy to guess who the sender of the video was. Jo Sung-hyun's mouth twisted violently and his cheeks twitched.



    



    “Understanding. This fucking kid... is going to do it anyway?”



    



    Tiring. Tiring. Tiring... Tiring.



    



    It was then that the notification sounds of incoming messages were heard sequentially from the cell phones of Jo Seong-hyeon and his group, who were walking a few steps ahead.



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon clearly felt what it felt like to have his blood run cold.



    



    My hand holding the cell phone was shaking. I could do nothing as I watched the inspirations take their phones out of their pockets.

  

  
    Chapter 177
  
  
    “No, Mr. Cho. What are all these? Are these the ones you sent?”



    



    “Huh? Where... I got the same thing?”



    



    “Sir, Vice Minister. I... I can explain everything!”



    



    “Hey, when did you prepare all this stuff?”



    



    “......”



    



    Park Yong-hoon, who was looking down at his phone screen, looked back at Jo Seong-hyeon and smiled brightly. Jo Seong-hyeon, who was almost about to run towards them, stopped walking and checked their expressions. He thought he had definitely received the same video that had been sent to him, but when he saw President Park Yong-hoon’s face, it seemed like it wasn’t.



    



    “I did say that winter rounds are also attractive, but I think golf skills really show off when the weather is mild.”



    



    “Yes, Mr. Park. Our Mr. Cho is a man of scale. You know very well that the North African business is not something that can be decided by visiting a few domestic golf courses. And it’s not even Southeast Asia, it’s Hawaii. That’s right, Mr. Cho.”



    



    President Park Yong-hoon nodded with a pleased face at the response from the Vice Minister of Land, Infrastructure and Transport.



    



    “That’s right. I have to admit, Mr. Cho has a great sales sense.”



    



    It seemed that only then did Jo Seong-hyeon begin to understand the content of the message that had been sent to Park Yong-hoon's group. It seemed to be related to a golf trip to Hawaii.



    



    “Yes, of course, sir. If you can arrange the date with the vice minister, I will set it up right away.”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon smiled, moving his stiff facial muscles that had not yet fully recovered. He had overcome the crisis, but the fact that he was in a shitty situation remained unchanged. Lee Hae-seong must have gotten his hands on the video. The message he had included in his Hawaii golf trip to his inspirations was just like an example. He sent a warning that he could release the video at any time.



    



    I couldn't check the video properly, but the source of the video wasn't important right now. One of the dogs and cats I was playing with became a stray, so I decided to bite the previous owner. I can't repay the favor of the warm indoor comfort that I once had...



    



    He wanted to go back right away and come up with a plan to prevent an unexpected accident, but he couldn't throw away this hospitality. Jo Seong-hyeon's hands were shaking with anger as he forced a half-rotten smile at the old men who were excitedly getting on the carts for their Hawaiian golf trip.



    



    “Mr. Cho?”



    



    As he was about to get on the cart for the last time behind the inspirations, someone called Jo Seong-hyeon's name from behind. The tone of voice raised as if trying to confirm that it was really Jo Seong-hyeon.



    



    F*ck.



    



    I didn't even know who was the owner of the voice.



    



    The old men who had gotten on the cart first were leaning over to see who was approaching behind Jo Seong-hyeon. Seeing the wonder rising in their oily faces, Jo Seong-hyeon couldn’t help but feel more certain about his prediction about the person behind him.



    



    “No… who is this… Vice President. I see you here at this hour… yes.”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon's voice, which had been pretending to be happy as he looked back, became increasingly muffled as he went on. He knew that the owner of the voice was Lee Hae-seong, but he had no idea that Yoon Hye-an would be standing right next to him, brazenly, and proudly.



    



    “That’s right. I saw a familiar back and was wondering if you could help it, and it was President Cho.”



    



    Listening to the unique husky voice that spoke calmly, Jo Sung-hyun felt his insides twist. Even though he came here on purpose, he didn't even bat an eyelash and acted like a fox. He said he would like to see that face distorted in humiliation just once. This wasn't easy.



    



    “I’m honored that you recognized me just by looking at my back. Haha...”



    



    “You’re not alone, are you? You came out to exercise for work, so I guess I was rude.”



    



    “No, no!”



    



    Park Yong-hoon's gang, as if they had been waiting, actively joined the conversation and waved their hands. Park Yong-hoon, with a particularly stern expression, poked Jo Seong-hyeon in the back.



    



    “What are you doing, Mr. Cho? At a time like this, it would be polite to introduce your group to me.”



    



    “Ah, yes… As you know, this is ARA’s Vice President Lee Hae-seong. And this is...”



    



    It seemed wrong to pass over Park Yong-hoon’s back rice without introducing him. Jo Seong-hyeon got off the cart and introduced the old men one by one to Lee Hae-seong.



    



    “Hello. This is Lee Hae-seong.”



    



    “Oh my, I had such a good dream last night. I guess I wanted to meet someone special. This is GX’s CEO Yonghoon Park. I’m just out working out, so I don’t have a business card. I’m really rude.”



    



    “I don’t have a business card either.”



    



    “Don’t worry. The Vice President is someone who doesn’t need a business card in Korea.”



    



    Yes, yes, yes. That's right. Where is it only in Korea? ARA is now a global company! Everyone in the group chimed in to Park Yong-hoon's words. Some even went a step further.



    



    Just a moment ago, it was Jo Seong-hyeon who was flattering and trying to please them, but now Park Yong-hoon and his group were wagging their tails at Lee Hae-seong. If they keep doing that, they’ll flip over and lie down and show off their skills. Jo Seong-hyeon was grumbling inside, but he was also forcing a smile on his face and taking a step back from their conversation.



    



    “I’ve heard a lot about how tall you are, and you really are a handsome man. The King himself was quite handsome, but I don’t know if I should say this… But when I see you in person, I think you’re even more impressive, Vice President.”



    



    The others burst into laughter at CEO Park Yong-hoon's praise, which was laced with a joke, while Lee Hae-seong awkwardly smiled and quietly changed the subject.



    



    “When Mr. Park was the Vice Minister of Land, Infrastructure and Transport, the then Minister, Nam Kyung-ik, was a close friend of my grandfather. Thanks to that, I met former Minister Nam a few times in private, but I never had the chance to meet Mr. Park.”



    



    “Yes, yes. When I was working for Minister Nam, the Chairman helped me a lot. I am deeply moved that the Vice President remembers that someone like me served as Vice Minister.”



    



    President Park Yong-hoon was so moved that he almost shed tears. It seemed that golf was no longer on his mind, as he thought he might build a relationship with ARA's Hae-seong Lee.



    



    Just a moment ago, you were acting so stiffly in front of me. But now, in front of Lee Hae-seong, who is the same age as your son, you are bowing down as if you were wearing a silver spoon. You bastards who don't even have a bell. Yes, even if the owner of power changes several times, the status of Hanseo Group and ARA Group will remain the same. That power is ultimately run by ARA's money.



    



    Jo Sung-hyun clicked his tongue so as not to be noticed while looking at the faces of Park Yong-hoon's group, who seemed to be dreaming like enthusiastic fans who had met their favorite idol. For now, the priority was to separate them from each other as quickly as possible.



    



    “Well then, we exchanged brief greetings and... I’ll send the Vice President off...”



    



    “Oh, I’m sorry for the late introduction as we were exchanging greetings. This is my companion, actress Yoon Hye-an.”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon's attempt was frustrated. Lee Hae-seong pushed Yoon Hye-an, who was standing next to him, forward and formally introduced her to the inspirations.



    



    “Ah... yes...”



    



    The elders were busy racking their brains over how to accept and treat this young man who still had traces of blue around his mouth and eyes.



    



    In simple terms, it was calculating whether he should treat her with respect as ARA's mistress or whether it would be better to be moderately polite to her as a concubine but not show much interest. It was obvious to Jo Seong-hyeon that he was being cautious and not reacting rashly until he was sure about that.



    



    “I’m a small film investor as a hobby. I met someone while working on a new film and we’re getting along well. Since we have quite an age difference, it might seem strange for us to hang out together.”



    



    “Oh my, Vice President, what are you talking about! It’s nice to see you hanging out so casually with young people who are so much older than you!”



    



    “Thank you for saying so. He is a very talented actor. I look forward to working with him in the future.”



    



    “People like us may not have much power, but since the Vice President is supporting the actor, we should naturally lend him our little strength.”



    



    President Park Yong-hoon and Vice Minister Kang Min-wook were prepared to use their bodies to stop even the slightest problem that arose between Lee Hae-seong and Yoon Hye-an.



    



    “I feel reassured when I hear your words, Vice Minister. Now, I’ll introduce Hyean as well.”



    



    “Hello, I am actress Yoon Hye-an. Nice to meet you.”



    



    Yoon Hye-an, dressed in neat golf wear, bowed her head and greeted me.



    



    That day, she was completely different from the Yoon Hye-an who had been sweating profusely and looking scared in the restaurant at the Knox Hotel. She was also different from the Yoon Hye-an of the past, who Jo Seong-hyeon knew well and whose venom had turned blue and looked venomous.



    



    Yeah, so now that you have the footage, you don't have to worry about my threats anymore?



    



    It was significant that Lee Hae-seong appeared here with Yoon Hye-an and boldly introduced Yoon Hye-an to these old men who were practically holding Jo Seong-hyeon's leash.



    



    It meant that he would not hide Yoon Hye-an in the back room, and it was also a warning that if things went wrong, the power would protect Yoon Hye-an. Now, the cards that Jo Seong-hyeon had were infinitely more shabby than the cards that Yoon Hye-an had.



    



    Not only is it not enough to bring around a young gay lover and brazenly introduce him to her, but you are putting all your effort into taking care of that kid you are just playing with? After my grandfather and father died, I don't see any sense of understanding. ARA is also going downhill now. I'm going to sell all my ARA stocks.
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    “He definitely has a different vibe because he’s an actor. Even at first glance, he’s not an ordinary young man. It’s too bad that we old people like you don’t know him. It’s because we don’t know much about the entertainment industry.”



    



    Regardless of Jo Seong-hyeon's true circumstances, Park Yong-hoon and his gang welcomed Yoon Hye-an as if she were their grandson.



    



    “No. My name and face aren’t that well known. It’s an honor just to be able to greet you like this.”



    



    “The young man has a neat way of speaking as well as his appearance. No wonder the vice president likes him so much!”



    



    “With these two handsome men standing side by side, the golf course looks like a movie set!”



    



    The old men who concluded that Yoon Hye-an was ARA's new unofficial mistress were making a fuss about flattering Yoon Hye-an for a while.



    



    They met as movie investors and actors and got along well despite their age difference. Lee Hae-seong introduced Yoon Hye-an like that, but no one believed that at face value. If they were similar in age, you would have thought that they would meet and build a friendship regardless of their social status, but that was not the case.



    



    “Hye-an... Oh, Hye-an has been interested in golf lately, so I came out with her today to show her the CC atmosphere.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had been casually calling her 'Hye-an', soon corrected his address to 'Ms. Hye-an' and continued speaking. However, it was clearly a deliberate mistake. It was clear that he intended to show how close they were.



    



    If you really want to look like you made a mistake, at least show some sincerity by pretending to look flustered, Vice President? Jo Seong-hyeon was having more and more difficulty controlling his expression that was about to turn sour.



    



    “It’s great that a young person like actor Yoon is interested in golf. These days, with the popularization of golf and all, there are a lot of young people who come to the clubs who don’t look like they belong there and muddy the waters… I would really welcome someone like actor Yoon.”



    



    “Oh my, you’re very welcome! It’s fate that we’ve met like this, but if you don’t mind, could I get Actor Yoon’s autograph?”



    



    “Of course I would like to do it, but I don’t have any paper...”



    



    “Here, you can put it on my hat. I need to get it in advance from someone who will soon be a famous actor.”



    



    Vice Minister Kang Min-wook took off the golf cap he was wearing without a moment's hesitation and held it out. In response, President Park Yong-hoon took off the gloves he was wearing and held them out.



    



    “Actor Yoon, I’ll put on these gloves then. I’ll keep them here and show them off to people every time I go out on the field.”



    



    I can't stand to see it.



    



    Jo Sung-hyun shook his shoulder and clicked his tongue at the sight of the old men who didn't even know who Yoon Hye-an was now surrounding him as if they were long-time fans, asking for his autograph and shaking his hand. He didn't even think that Jo Sung-hyun was doing the same thing to Park Yong-hoon's group just a moment ago.



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had been silently watching the sudden fan meeting scene from a half step back, turned his gaze over the shoulders of the inspirations to Jo Seong-hyeon.



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon shuddered at those calm and peaceful eyes that showed neither ridicule nor anger.



    



    Those eyes that pretended to be noble alone. It seemed to say that no one could disturb his peace, so Jo Seong-hyeon always disliked Lee Hae-seong's calmness.



    



    Now, it's Yoon Hye-an, and in the past, it was Choi Hong-seo. I'm also a guy who enjoys having fun with pretty dolls that I like in terms of their faces and bodies, and even now, I pretend to be clean. The only difference between you and me is whether I was born as the grandson of Chairman Lee Kang-moon or not.



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon, who had been away from the fan meeting like Lee Hae-seong, placed a hand on the shoulders of the excited fans.



    



    “It’s almost time for us to tee off. I think we’ve taken up too much of the Vice President’s time. Mr. President, Mr. Vice Minister, I think we should move on.”



    



    The inspirations had a look of regret, as if the sky was falling.



    



    “Ah… Is it that time already? We were so happy to see you that… I hope we didn’t get too carried away.”



    



    “No. I’m glad you were happy to see me, Hyean. I’ll definitely see you again when I get the chance.”



    



    Haeseong Lee, who put his hand on Hyean Yoon's shoulder, looked at Seonghyeon Jo and spoke at the end.



    



    “I’m sure we’ll see each other again soon, won’t we, Mr. Cho?”



    



    Jo Sung-hyun clenched his molars as if to say, “Do you understand what I’m saying?” Before he could hear Jo Sung-hyun’s answer, Lee Hae-seong and Yoon Hye-an disappeared toward the clubhouse.



    



    Even while riding in the cart, the inspirations continued to chatter, excited about meeting Hae-seong.



    



    “President Cho, you know. If you had a connection with someone like that, you wouldn’t have told me sooner.”



    



    “It’s because he’s humble. The more you get to know President Cho, the more you realize how humble he is.”



    



    In response to the vice minister's criticism, CEO Park Yong-hoon came to Cho Sung-hyun's defense. Now Cho Sung-hyun was no longer just Cho Sung-hyun. He was Cho Sung-hyun who could form a deeper connection with Lee Hae-seong.



    



    Ironically, it was a title that was given directly by Understanding, and if the power of that title was maintained, it would not have been a problem to win this contract.



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon's hands were trembling as he held onto the cart's safety bar, and he looked down at the gloves of Park Yong-hoon, who was sitting next to him.



    



    Whether it was because he had lost his memory or because of the concept of losing his memory, the signature Yoon Hye-an left on President Park Yong-hoon’s glove was completely different from what Jo Seong-hyeon remembered.



    



    It is not only the threat of destroying the opponent. Sometimes, the promise to help them climb higher can also be a threat. And Lee Hae-seong was now making both threats to Jo Seong-hyeon.



    



    What the heck is this...



    



    Jo Sung-hyun was so angry that he wanted to take out his clubs from his golf bag and smash the cart. But he wasn't so stupid that he couldn't even figure out what position to take.



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon, who clenched his fists so tightly that his fingernails dug into his palms, opened his mouth, which had been tightly shut the whole time.



    



    “Boss, just a moment... If you go ahead and take a turn around hole 1, I’ll catch up with you right away.”



    



    “What are you talking about? Where are you going?”



    



    “I’ll go and ask the vice president if we can have a meal together. If today is not possible, we can make another appointment...”



    



    “Oh, really? Then go and ask the Vice President. We just need to coordinate the date and time with him.”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon, who had almost jumped out of the cart, ran back the way he had come. He ran up the escalator a few steps at a time and entered the clubhouse lobby, where he looked for Lee Hae-seong, out of breath.



    



    In the pro shop located in the lobby, Lee Hae-seong and Yoon Hye-an were enjoying shopping. Lee Hae-seong was holding the hats on display in both hands and putting one on Yoon Hye-an. A couple of bodyguards were hovering around them, keeping a reasonable distance from them. Even though they were dressed in casual clothes, you could tell they were bodyguards just by their posture and atmosphere.



    



    Before they could even catch their breath, Jo Seong-hyeon strode across the lobby and approached them.



    



    “Oh, that’s a relief. I was worried because I thought the Vice President had already left.”



    



    Hae-seong Lee, who turned to look at the exaggerated voice, had an indifferent expression on his face, as if he had expected someone to chase after him.



    



    “What’s going on? You’re running so fast that I’m out of breath.”



    



    “The elders were here earlier… I couldn’t even talk to you properly because I met you so suddenly. The day we promised to meet is tomorrow, Saturday, but I can’t even wait for that day, so I think the vice president is in a hurry, so that’s why I came running here.”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon spat out each word as he threw his eyes full of anger. Instead of answering, Lee Hae-seong only had a faint, faint smile on his lips.



    



    “Looking at the gift you sent me, it seems like you met someone, Vice President.”



    



    “Yeah, I met someone.”



    



    “Haha… This is really… Just seeing Vice President Lee Hae-seong’s sad expression once, this is not an easy thing.”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon, who had his hands on his waist, shook his head. Then, he raised his eyes while still lowering his head and glared at Lee Hae-seong.



    



    “Yeah, I lost. So what the fuck do I do?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who had been silently watching Jo Seong-hyeon, let out a short sigh with his mouth shut.



    



    “Vice President, should I crawl between your legs?”



    



    This time, there was no response from Hae-sung Lee. He took off the hat he had put on Hye-an Yoon and handed it to the bodyguard along with the other hat he was holding in his hand, asking for the bill. Only then did he pat Jo Seong-hyeon on the shoulder and pass by with Hye-an Yoon.



    



    “How about crawling between Yoon Hye-an’s legs instead of mine?”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon looked back with wide eyes. There was no wall or door between the store and the lobby. Jo Seong-hyeon caught up with the two people in front of the store and blocked their path.



    



    “Stop making inappropriate puns and get to the point, Vice President.”



    



    “Why? Can’t you do that?”



    



    “I’d rather take off my clothes and jump off the roof of JS headquarters than crawl on the legs of the cat I was playing with.”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon, who had been sulking with a smiling face, saw a crack in Lee Hae-seong’s face for the first time. Like a squeaky machine that had missed its oiling time, Lee Hae-seong tilted his head crookedly, and a faint madness that went beyond anger overflowed from his eyes.



    



    “Is that really true?”



    



    “......”



    



    “Won’t you regret saying that later?”
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    “Is that really true?”



    



    “......”



    



    “Won’t you regret saying that later?”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon, who discovered cracks and confusion in Hae-seong, was genuinely delighted.



    



    “Haha… Even the Vice President gets angry sometimes. I like this side of him. He seems like the same person as me.”



    



    If he provoked her a little more, she seemed like her mask of understanding would come off. At this moment, Jo Seong-hyeon felt like he could really take off his clothes for that.



    



    “Are you really going to put me on the roof of JS?”



    



    Hae-seong rushed straight towards Jo Seong-hyeon as if he was going to throw a punch right here and there. No, he definitely intended to do so. If Yoon Hye-an hadn’t stopped him, the respectable, model student, third-generation chaebol vice president of ARA could have gotten into a physical fight in the lobby of the golf course.



    



    Yoon Hye-an, who was hanging onto Lee Hae-seong's arm as if wrapping her arms around him, looked straight at Jo Seong-hyeon and said.



    



    “No matter what happens, there is no way that the Vice President will become someone no different from Mr. Jo Seong-hyeon.”



    



    “What? Mr. Jo Seong-Hyeon?”



    



    Jo Sung-hyun burst into laughter at the provocation of the cat he had once abandoned and played with, who was trying to match him with a title he had never dared to imagine in the past. In the short time that Jo Sung-hyun was shaking his shoulders and making noises, Lee Hae-seong had already regained his composure. Lee Hae-seong’s expression and voice, as he wrapped his arms around Yoon Hye-an’s shoulders, were firm once again.



    



    “Let’s change the meeting place tomorrow. Let’s meet at the Knox Hotel. Get your lawyer ready. I think we have some things to agree on.”



    



    “Yes, that’s right, Vice President. I’ll see you tomorrow. As a token of my gratitude for your generosity in reaching an agreement with someone like me, I’ll tell you a couple of points that will make Hyean cry and shiver.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong's steps, which were about to turn around, stopped. Jo Seong-hyeon felt a thrill all over his body, anticipating that this time Lee Hae-seong's peace would be shattered.



    



    However, there was no crack in the expression or eyes of Hae-seong Lee who looked back. Hae-seong Lee, who had left Hye-an Yoon standing in that spot, slowly returned to Jo Seong-hyeon.



    



    “I think President Cho is so focused on satisfying his own desires that he doesn’t even know where his partner feels. Men like President Cho… don’t even know how to have sex. Their dicks are small.”



    



    “Haha... I don’t know about anything else, but Jo... Ugh!”



    



    Lee Hae-seong's right hand landed on Jo Seong-hyeon's shoulder as he was about to respond. This time, it wasn't a simple tap like it had been in the pro shop. A strong force that seemed to crush bones pressed down on his shoulder and tightened it.



    



    “Ah. Even so, seeing President Cho’s sincerity, I should do something to repay him.”



    



    “Put this down...”



    



    “I’m thinking of attending Mr. Jo Jang-yeon’s contest. There’s another one scheduled for January.”



    



    “......”



    



    In an instant, Jo Seong-hyeon's rebellion subsided.



    



    “But Mr. Jo Jang-yeon has a really unique background. He almost always wins prizes in small competitions, so why doesn’t he even think about participating in large-scale competitions? It’s a shame.”



    



    Jo Sung-hyun roughly pushed away Lee Hae-seong's hand, who shook his head as if he was puzzled. Jo Sung-hyun rolled his eyes and ground his teeth as he came close enough to their lips almost touching.



    



    “You… crazy kid… If it’s between me and you, just end it between me and you. Why are you touching the kid?”



    



    Jo Jang-yeon was the only son of Jo Seong-hyeon, who was studying violin in the United States. He was average, but not outstanding, so he was managing his career by having him enter only competitions where he could win prizes with bribes.



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who showed the approaching bodyguards that it was okay, lowered his head and instead opened his eyelids loosely to look down at Jo Seong-hyeon.



    



    “It’s funny to hear that coming out of your mouth. When Jo Seong-hyeon grabbed Yoon Hye-an’s hair to make me drink, I was just looking for someone to grab my hair too.”



    



    “You act all noble by yourself... You’re just a hypocrite.”



    



    “Did you ever think I was being lofty? Why did you think that?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who was muttering as if talking to himself, met Jo Seong-hyeon's eyes again.



    



    “Then that’s President Cho’s mistake. He was in a position where everything was going well even without having to get dirty himself. When necessary, I also get my hands dirty.”



    



    “Ugh!”



    



    And as soon as he finished speaking, Hae-seong Lee's large hand spread its fingers wide and grabbed Jo Seong-hyeon's face, squeezing it tightly.



    



    “If you don’t touch the trash, you can’t throw it away.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong pushed Jo Seong-hyeon back a few steps while holding his face, then let go of his hand as if throwing it away. The bodyguards stopped Jo Seong-hyeon from rushing at Lee Hae-seong, and Lee Hae-seong and Yoon Hye-an left the lobby together.



    



    As soon as he was released from Lee Hae-seong's bodyguards, Jo Seong-hyeon pulled out a golf club that was on display and completely smashed one of the display cases in the pro shop. When the store staff and golf course security personnel rushed to stop him, Jo Seong-hyeon threw the club on the floor and started to snarl in anger.



    



    “Stop being a jerk and just send me the bill. Just give me the money.”



    



    ■



    



    “A mistake is a mistake that can be forgiven and undone, and a mistake that cannot be forgiven is a sin.”



    



    Park Dong-ha's voice continued like a long line in the quiet room where even the noise of cars running on the road right in front could not be heard. The voice was jagged and unstable like a line drawn by a trembling hand.



    



    “Ha... You really don’t want to do it properly, Park Dong-ha? Do you want to get cut from  too?”



    



    He frantically grabbed the throbbing hair that had been resting on his forehead over the scenario spread out on the table.



    



    Jo Sung-hyun even ruined the casting of a drama that was almost set to be the lead role, and threatened to interfere with Park Dong-ha's future entertainment activities. If Jo Sung-hyun had released just one of those videos that he had secretly filmed, Jo Sung-hyun could have destroyed not only Park Dong-ha's entertainment activities, but Park Dong-ha's entire life.



    



    I also canceled my acting lessons, and now all I have left is . I really have to do well in this. No matter how much I practiced the parts that Director Kang Woo-hyun pointed out, I couldn't focus. There was no way I could focus.



    



    What happened to Yoon Hye-an? What did Jo Seong-hyeon want from Vice President Lee Hae-seong? Money? If the Vice President gives him money, will Yoon Hye-an be free from Jo Seong-hyeon? Even if that happens, he will never, never forgive me, right?



    



    Drumroll, drumroll.



    



    The cell phone that was placed near the table rattled loudly. I knew that if it was Jo Seong-hyeon who answered the phone even a little late, he would be upset, so I quickly got up and picked up the phone.



    



    “......”



    



    However, the caller was Yoon Hye-an. Park Dong-ha, who was holding the phone tightly and swallowing dry saliva, connected the call with trembling hands, not knowing whether to answer or not.



    



    "hello."



    



    [Is this an officetel now?]



    



    Yoon Hye-an's voice was urgent.



    



    “Huh? Huh...”



    



    [The situation is a bit urgent, so I'll get to the point first.]



    



    “......”



    



    [Were you threatened with a video by Jo Sung-hyun?]



    



    "......uh."



    



    [Jo Sung-hyun has several of your videos, right?]



    



    "uh."



    



    [You asked me to make a meeting with the Vice President. If not, you would leak the video. Was that the threat? That's why you asked me to introduce you to the Vice President?]



    



    Park Dong-ha's hand, which was holding the pen he was using to write notes on the scenario and randomly drawing unknown lines, suddenly stopped.



    



    “Uh, how... did you know?”



    



    [The situation is exactly like that. The kid who always came early to the script study and waited came as if he was rushed for time, and his acting became unstable.]



    



    Yoon Hye-an's sigh could be heard over the phone.



    



    [I didn't think about it at the time, but looking back after meeting Jo Seong-hyeon... that must have been the situation. The puzzle fits together perfectly.]



    



    Park Dong-ha was speechless at the unexpected development and lowered his head. If it was Yoon Hye-an that Park Dong-ha knew, there was no way he would have considered this situation. Whether Park Dong-ha was threatened or not, the only thing that mattered was the conclusion that Yoon Hye-an had put herself in trouble.



    



    If only she had been the Yoon Hye-an I knew. If only she had continued to be that kind of person.



    



    Then I could have felt less guilty. But the current Yoon Hye-an is not like that, so she hesitated, then got disappointed again, and was confused again for the past few months.



    



    Park Dong-ha's hand holding the pen was trembling.



    



    [I think it would be better to avoid Jo Seong-hyeon for a while.]



    



    “There was damage? How?”



    



    [The Vice President's entourage will be there in an hour. Pack your bags, take your passport, and wait. He'll take care of the rest.]



    



    Park Dong-ha shook his head violently.



    



    “I can’t go. That day… the video I showed my hyung at the restaurant… Jo Sung-hyun has dozens of those too… I can’t go anywhere.”



    



    [It's okay. I'll seal those videos. It's more dangerous for you to be exposed to Jo Sung-hyun right now.]



    



    “My brother lost his memory… so he forgot what kind of person Jo Sung-hyun was. He said he’d come today. He told me to wait. If I don’t, there’ll be chaos. My videos and pictures will all be leaked.”



    



    [That will never happen. I promise. Jo Seong-hyeon is busy trying to find his own way to live today, so he probably won't be able to go to your officetel.]



    



    “No, I can’t. I can’t go.”



    



    Park Dong-ha just kept repeating that he couldn't go. His hand holding the pen was so tense that it was turning yellow, but the line drawn by the tip of the pen on the notebook was faint and trembling.



    



    [Dongha-ya.]



    



    “......”



    



    [Do you believe now that I lost my old memories?]



    



    “Believe me... Believe me now...”



    



    [......]



    



    "...Sorry."



    



    Even though he knew that he couldn't see it, Park Dong-ha nodded vigorously. The tears that had been gathered in the shadows of his deeply bowed face fell heavily onto the notebook.



    



    “I’m sorry, bro.”

  

  
    Chapter 180
  
  
    [Even if you don't remember, it doesn't change the fact that it was my doing. I did it before. I treated you so badly, and yet you always accepted me. This time, give me a chance to help you.]



    



    “What... Ugh, huff... How did you do that... I called you to that, ugh, huff, place...”



    



    Once the tears burst, they overflowed without stopping. The resentment and guilt toward Yoon Hye-an that were mixed together, the suffocating fear that Jo Sung-hyun had instilled in her. The emotions that she had been suppressing and not being able to release, poured out uncontrollably.



    



    [Even if you failed to summon the Vice President using me, Jo Seong-hyeon did not back down. He found another way.]



    



    Yoon Hye-an's voice on the other end of the phone was calm. It was a side of Yoon Hye-an that Park Dong-ha had no idea about. No, after waking up from unconsciousness, was there even a single time when Yoon Hye-an was similar to before? But he couldn't readily believe that she had lost her memories. That's because it was so hard to shake off the Yoon Hye-an of the past.



    



    “I wasn’t supposed to be sponsored… Heh, heh, I wasn’t supposed to be sponsored… Huh… I shouldn’t have… Jo Seong-hyeon was right… I, sob, I went there on my own feet… Who can I blame...”



    



    Park Dong-ha now shook his shoulders and sobbed loudly. He forgot that he was on a call and started rambling and blaming himself.



    



    He was confined in a prison called fear and was confining his emotions to no one but 'Yoon Hye-an'. The only place he could talk to was 'Yoon Hye-an'. Have you ever thought that?



    



    On the other end of the phone, Yoon Hye-an just listened to Park Dong-ha cry for a moment. Then she spoke in a calm but confident voice.



    



    [If you put a person on the edge of a cliff, and hold a sharp knife in one hand... Do you want to jump? Do you want to be stabbed with the knife? If you ask them that, there's no choice there. How can they choose between the two?]



    



    “Ugh, ugh... ugh...”



    



    [Jo Sung-hyun is the one who threatened you to choose between jumping or being stabbed. Whether you chose to jump or be stabbed. It’s not your fault. Me too… I only found out because someone told me so. Now I think that person is right.]



    



    Park Dong-ha was listening to Yoon Hye-an's story, and in the meantime, Park Dong-ha's crying was gradually decreasing. Just like a child who was crying sadly and loudly gradually reduces his crying when he sees a new toy being shaken in front of him.



    



    I focused on the voice of Yun Hye-an, who was throbbing as if possessed, while wiping away the tears from my cheeks with my palm. My palm, which had wiped away the tears, was excited. I swallowed the end of my tears as I rubbed them on my pants.



    



    [A mistake that can be forgiven and undone is a mistake, and a mistake that cannot be forgiven is a sin. Remember your line in our scenario?]



    



    “Oh, I remember...”



    



    Park Dong-ha nodded and answered with a voice still full of moisture. It was a line he had been practicing a little while ago, so there was no way he wouldn't remember it.



    



    [Whether it was me in the past or you now, it would have been a huge mistake to receive sponsorship. Even if no one hurt anyone else, it would have been the same as hurting ourselves... a very, very big mistake.]



    



    “......”



    



    [But Jo Seong-hyeon has also hurt others. He has filmed non-consensual videos and threatened to ruin the lives of many people, and he is still ruining them now, and there is no telling how many more people he will ruin in the future.]



    



    “......”



    



    [I think that's the crucial difference between sin and mistake. No, I came to think that way. Thanks to someone.]



    



    “Khuh, huh... sigh...”



    



    For some reason, the pounding sound of tears burst out again.



    



    Yoon Hye-an had not changed. Not just that much, but she had become a completely different person, someone Park Dong-ha did not know. Maybe it was because of the 'certain person' that Yoon Hye-an was talking about now.



    



    He could feel that there was no lie or acting mixed in what Yoon Hye-an was saying to him now. Only those who truly love each other can change each other in that way.



    



    “Sigh, sob... I, I’m sorry, hyung... I really believe it now... That hyung, sob, is a different person than he used to be... sob, that he lost all his memories. I really believe it now. That the vice president and hyung, s, aren’t like sponsors or anything... hehe, sob...”



    



    [Yes, thank you. Thank you for believing in me.]



    



    On the other end of the phone, Yoon Hye-an's voice, which had been calm the whole time, was trembling with tears.



    



    [So trust me one more time, no, trust the Vice President, and let’s pack our bags quickly right now. Even if I can’t stop Jo Seong-hyeon, I can stop the Vice President.]



    



    The more he heard Yoon Hye-an's voice, trying to swallow her tears and stay calm, the louder Park Dong-ha's crying became.



    



    [Dong-ha, Park Dong-ha. Are you listening to me? There isn't much time right now. Even if you cry, you have to cry while packing. Okay?]



    



    “Oh, okay...”



    



    [Put Romeo in the cage. He will be looked after at the Vice President's house until you return.]



    



    After finishing the call, Park Dong-ha wiped his face, which was covered in tears and snot, with a tissue. He was told to pack within an hour, but he didn’t know where to start. He was still struggling with emotions that had not yet been resolved. Then he opened his suitcase and started throwing everything he could get his hands on into it. Summer clothes and winter clothes were mixed together, and important and useless things coexisted.



    



    In fact, there was nothing that was absolutely necessary. It wasn't a quiet trip. Park Dong-ha seemed like someone whose only purpose was to fill up his carrier. And when the carrier was actually full, he covered it and zipped it up.



    



    Romeo, now it was your turn to take care of Romeo.



    



    Romeo, perhaps sensing his master's anxiety, hovered around Park Dong-ha the whole time he was packing. Park Dong-ha sat on the floor and stroked Romeo.



    



    “Romeo. You’re going to have to stay at the Vice President’s house for a while. Are you really living a very luxurious life? Can you be nice and good like you were when you were with me, without being hated?”



    



    Whether he knew or not that they were apart for a moment, Romeo rubbed his body against Park Dong-ha's thigh and lay down next to him, pressing himself against him.



    



    “Would you like one last snack?”



    



    Meow? The boy reacted immediately at the word snack. He sat up straight from his prone position and pricked up his ears. That sight made me laugh briefly.



    



    I dragged my messily filled carrier into the hallway and headed to the kitchen with Romeo following me. When I took a plastic bag out of the fridge, Romeo straightened his tail and wagged it.



    



    Niyaa.



    



    "Hurry up, please," the boy cried, looking up with his head held high.



    



    I took out a single individually wrapped piece of Churu from the plastic bag and cut off the end so that Romeo could eat it. At first, he stood there quietly and wiggled around, but soon he put his front paws on Park Dong-ha's hand and ate it without thinking.



    



    “Is it that delicious?”



    



    This time the guy didn't answer.



    



    The homemade snacks that Yoon Hye-an had left behind the day he came to this house. That night, Park Dong-ha couldn’t sleep and tossed and turned for a long time before coming back to the kitchen. He stood there blankly in the kitchen with no lights on, then dug through the trash can and took out this bunch of plastic bags. For some reason, he couldn’t completely throw them away. Maybe this time, he wanted to believe that Yoon Hye-an’s words might be true? He didn’t know himself. He just couldn’t.



    



    The Churus that had been taken out one by one and fed to him until now only had two or three left. Park Dong-ha's eyes filled with tears as he stroked Romeo's back, who was desperately trying to eat the Churus until the very end.



    



    “How do you make it? Next time... I’ll definitely ask my brother.”



    



    I made a firm resolution again, enduring the pain and not shedding tears, until my eyes turned red.



    



    “I’ll definitely ask and make it for you.”



    



    ■
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    By the time I finished talking to Park Dong-ha, the SUV carrying Choi Hong-seo and Lee Hae-seong was speeding along the Seoul-Yangyang Expressway, circling Hanam City. The scenery was familiar because it was near the Bongandang where Choi Hong-seo's remains were laid to rest.



    



    Choi Hong-seo stared blankly out the car window for a while, holding the phone. A large but warm hand moved carefully and gently landed on his head.



    



    “Baby, are you crying?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had not expected a joke to be made at this moment, laughed in vain with reddened eyes.



    



    “I just... feel strange.”



    



    “What’s strange?”



    



    As if telling me to tell you everything. As if I could tell you anything, at least to her. The low, soft voice was kind.



    



    “Actually, I had no connection with Dong-ha before, and we weren’t on good terms even after I woke up in Yoon Hye-an’s body… But strangely, I feel attracted to her. Maybe it’s because she feels like the old me.”



    



    In the past, Choi Hong-seo was not someone who would confide in anyone about his feelings. When he started to reflect on his feelings, he felt like he couldn’t handle them or endure them, so he just kept running forward. But now, he was with Lee Hae-seong. He didn’t know that being able to share them would be such a great comfort and strength.



    



    That's why I wanted to deal with Jo Seong-hyeon together with Hae-seong. I couldn't let Hae-seong carry that hard lump of darkness all by himself.



    



    “The situation is different with Hongseo. She chose to receive sponsorship herself. But what happened after that was a crime committed without consent.”



    



    It wasn't a wrong statement. He was endlessly generous and understanding toward Choi Hong-seo, but he was objective and uncompromising in other matters. Choi Hong-seo nodded, but with a look of regret, he fiddled with his cell phone.



    



    “Even so… I had an experience where I was immersed in the entertainment industry when I came to my senses as if I was being pushed by the situation. Because of that mistake, there were people who said that all the terrible things that happened after that were my fault… I’ve experienced that too. That’s why I think I want to understand. Not for Park Dong-ha, but for myself.”



    



    “Everyone lives for themselves. Whether they try to satisfy their own desires at the expense of others or not, that’s the difference.”



    



    Hae-seong's hand, which had been lightly resting on his head, slid down to caress the back of his head.



    



    “And that difference is so crucial.”



    



    “Like the difference between a mistake and a sin?”



    



    His hand, which had moved down further, gently stroked the back of Choi Hongseo’s neck. A little sweat was dripping from his fingertips that had slightly entered the neckline of his T-shirt.



    



    "okay."



    



    My body felt sluggish, as if I had cried for a long time. I thought it was because my meeting with Jo Seong-hyeon at the golf course went as planned, but I soon realized that it wasn't. It was similar to a sudden illness or a body ache, but it was a strange floating sensation. Now that I've experienced it so often, regardless of time and place, I've been able to sense the difference.



    



    Feeling his fever slowly rising, Choi Hongseo slowly blinked his heavy eyelids.



    



    “Can I sleep for a bit until I get home?”



    



    “Of course. Should I hold you until you fall asleep?”



    



    I laughed weakly, thinking he was joking.



    



    “On the way down from the Good Hall, Hongseo calmed down when I hugged her.”



    



    “I was sick then. Now I’m just sleepy.”



    



    “Oh, I know. It doesn’t hurt, not right now. I just want to do it.”



    



    Sometimes, when Choi Hong-seo corrected Lee Hae-seong’s words like this, Lee Hae-seong would look at him with an expression that was unbearably cute. If it were Myeong Do-hoon, he would have cursed at him for being arrogant for several minutes. It was both strange and puzzling how the same words and actions could be perceived completely differently depending on the other person.



    



    But the reason Hae-seong Lee looked at Hong-seo Choi now was not just because he was cute.



    



    It was clear that he had also noticed that 'that symptom' was occurring. He knew it, but he pretended not to know.



    



    Understanding, who had unfastened his seat belt, came right up to him. He fastened his middle seat belt and turned his body to look at Choi Hong-seo. They looked at each other with their temples against the back of the seat as if they were lying side by side on the bed. His arm crossed his lower abdomen and touched his side.



    



    “I’m going to America in a day or two. Just hold on a little longer. Really, just a little longer. Okay?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded at the whispered voice. Then he closed his eyes and rested his forehead on the edge of her shoulder.



    



    America. Just got back from there with a little bit of understanding. It sounded like a far-fetched story about going to the moon.



    



    The word tomorrow was the same. Even though it was a very near future, it felt far away, like a hundred years from now, or a promise of the next life.



    



    I fell into a deep sleep, sweating profusely, and dreamed.



    



    In the next life, I had a dream of meeting Lee Hae-seong on the moon, which looked as small as B-612 in The Little Prince.



    



    ■



    



    The suite room at the Knox Hotel that Lee Hae-seong had arranged as a meeting place was coincidentally the place where 'Yoon Hye-an', who had returned from a coma, came to see the final audition for . The individual space with the round table was 'Yoon Hye-an's' waiting room at the time.



    



    Choi Hong-seo was standing there again. The sky of Seoul seen through the wide window was very cloudy. It seemed as if he could touch the low-hanging gray sky with his hand, as if it was going to snow or rain.



    



    “My favorite.”



    



    Choi Hong-seo reflexively turned around at the voice calling from behind him. Lee Hae-seong, who had arrived early and was organizing a few things with the lawyer in the study, walked out of the hallway and waved his index finger at Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “Come this way. It’s dangerous to be too close to the window.”



    



    Although he was speaking playfully, I could sense that he was anxious.



    



    Strangely, Choi Hong-seo was not left with trauma. Instead, Lee Hae-seong stopped preferring high-rise buildings. To be exact, it seemed that Choi Hong-seo had become reluctant to be in a high-rise situation. Choi Hong-seo, who had left the window, approached him.



    



    “What is your favorite thing?”



    



    “It’s Choi Hong-seo, but he’s a baby, so he’s my baby.”



    



    “Why are you asking such an obvious question?” he answered with a serious face and tone.



    



    “Even if you don’t call me Yoon Hye-an, people won’t know what I mean.”



    



    He added, shrugging his shoulders and playing with the ends of Choi Hong-seo's hair as he asked.



    



    “I suddenly thought of you and called you that. Do you not like it?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had been smiling faintly, shook his head. Lee Hae-seong smiled back, but it wasn’t a bright smile either.



    



    “How about I meet you alone and handle the final touches? Your complexion doesn’t look too good.”



    



    “Sir, you really are a handsome face.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong's smile darkened even more as he stroked the nape of Choi Hong-seo's neck, who was wearing a turtleneck to hide the raised spots. Choi Hong-seo used all his energy to create a cheerful expression and voice as he looked up at him.



    



    “We just have to endure it for one day, right?”



    



    “Yes, that’s right. After we get the checkup, the two of us can rest to our hearts’ content.”



    



    “We can enjoy a quiet vacation together like in Malibu, and go hiking like we couldn’t before.”



    



    “Well, I guess I won’t be able to go hiking this time either.”



    



    As he was joking with a frown and narrowed eyes, an attendant appeared behind him and informed him that Jo Seong-hyeon's side had arrived.



    



    The presidential suite had a separate conference room for about twelve people. Cho Seong-hyeon and his lawyer, who had been waiting there, stood up from their seats as a courtesy when Lee Hae-seong and Choi Hong-seo entered. There was only one lawyer on each side, and it had been agreed in advance that no attendants or secretaries would accompany them. In a tense atmosphere, there was a formal handshake and introduction, and as soon as they sat down, the main topic began.



    



    The conversation among the lawyers began first.



    



    “I’m sure you’ve reviewed the detailed agreement requested by the Vice President in advance.”



    



    “Most of these are things that work against my clients.”



    



    “I thought both sides wanted the footage to not be released. I don’t understand what you mean by disadvantageous.”



    



    “Don’t you have more control over my client’s weaknesses?”



    



    “The one who first threatened to release the video was Jo Seong-hyeon.”



    



    “Ah... Okay, okay. I don’t like listening to lawyers talking among themselves as agents.”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon, who was leaning back in his chair and watching the two people across from him with interest, shook his head and intervened.



    



    “To begin with, what a hopeless guy like me could do to the Vice President would be like throwing an egg at a rock.”



    



    Then he pressed down with his fingertips a section of the document containing the previously exchanged requirements.



    



    “Everything else is fine. But what on earth is this? I don’t leak any type of data, such as videos or photos, from any third party other than Yoon Hye-an. Why is this included?”



    



    Understanding answered.



    



    “If even one piece of such information leaks out, the media or broadcasting companies will try to find the source of the information. If it is revealed that Jo Seong-hyeon is the source, and if he is investigated, Hye-an will also be harmed in the end.”



    



    “Wow... Are you really going to block it that thoroughly?”



    



    “If I had planned to do it roughly, I wouldn’t have created this place today.”



    



    As Hae-sung became calmer and more composed, Jo Seong-hyeon's face became more and more distorted, and on the contrary, his eyes became filled with an ominous light like that of a madman.



    



    “I didn’t know the vice president would be so serious over something as trivial as that. I thought he’d just say let’s end it with a few bucks. But now he’s escalating the game. This is fucking bullshit.”



    



    “Mr. Cho Sung-hyun is only putting aside one video today with this agreement, but this is not just one or two. In addition to the video of Mr. Cho Sung-hyun that I have, Mr. Cho Jang-yeon’s contest corruption, and the North African business with GX, aren’t they also putting aside this? In fact, it seems like a very advantageous negotiation for Mr. Cho Sung-hyun.”



    



    “The North African contract? Why would the Vice President fold that for me?”



    



    “You must have seen it yesterday. If I put my mind to it, I can either make that deal happen or fail to do so.”



    



    “......”



    



    Shit. Although he didn't say it out loud, Jo Seong-hyeon clearly swore with the shape of his mouth.



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon, who had lowered and raised his head, pretended to be relaxed and slumped down on the back of the chair. However, his fists were so tense that he was banging the chair handles with his fists, his face turning pale.



    



    “Well, even though the plan was aborted, I don’t feel bad about this situation. The vice president is using the rag that I washed and threw away. Anyway, in one aspect, I’ve surpassed the vice president. Should I call this an honor?”



    



    “What are you hoping to gain by provoking me like that? I don’t understand.”



    



    “Not all people move only for some gain. I just want to see the Vice President’s true self, you know?”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon, who stopped banging on the handle, now showed his nervousness by spinning his office chair from side to side.



    



    “Whether it’s the Vice President or Nana, they drag those guys in and do the same thing. They treat me like a pervert outside the bedroom, but the Vice President gets to be the prince because he saves those guys. From my perspective, it’s unfair, right?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo couldn't listen any longer. His heart felt like it was going to burst with anger.



    



    “What do you mean, what do you see with your eyes?”



    



    “......”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon's gaze, which had been focused on Lee Hae-seong, shifted to Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “Do you think that everyone who has money and power is like you? Who does the same things as whom? Stop saying disgusting things. It makes me want to throw up.”



    



    Jo Sung-hyun's eyes flashed with both anger and interest. He leaned over and rested his elbows on the table, clasped his hands together, and leaned his face against them.



    



    The next comment from Jo Seong-hyeon was unexpected.



    



    “Hye-an, what’s wrong with your hand? Are you getting a cigarette butt?”



    



    A disgusting expression and voice that pretends to be overly anxious.



    



    Choi Hong-seo instinctively, without realizing it, pulled down his hand that was resting on the table.



    



    The cigarette buns that Jo Seong-hyeon was talking about were spots. Spots of unknown origin that did not disappear and continued to grow.
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    Jo Seong-hyeon smiled with satisfaction at Choi Hong-seo's reaction. It was clear that he imagined that Lee Hae-seong had a hobby of burning Choi Hong-seo's body with a lit cigarette during sex.



    



    Understanding Seong's hand covered the back of Choi Hong-seo's hand, which he had pulled down under the table. The hand that was strong yet affectionately holding tightly was soothing him, telling him that there was nothing to hold back and that there was no need to deal with everything.



    



    I know in my head that I don't need to worry about that person not understanding, but I feel angry and upset at the thought that that person belittles the love of understanding.



    



    What kind of spot is this?



    



    Even though he knew it was useless, Lee Hae-seong would diligently apply ointment twice a day. It must have been unpleasant to see, but whenever he was caressing, he would purposely kiss each spot.



    



    Her eyes were red and hot, but she felt like it would be even more painful if she showed her crying. She held onto Lee Hae-seong's hand tightly and held it in with all her might.



    



    “How could people like you know what kind of wound this is?”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon sighed and shook his head at the expression and tone of voice of Yoon Hye-an, full of hatred.



    



    “Ha... That. I should have taken a picture of it, telling you not to throw it away, that I loved it, and how it was hanging on to me naked.”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon, who had been speaking with an expression that said he couldn't stand it anymore, raised his eyebrows at Lee Hae-seong this time.



    



    “If that’s not a cigarette bun, then what kind of taste would our vice president have? He wouldn’t act like a prince even though he could do whatever he wants with the prettiest girls.”



    



    “If you feel the need to control others by giving them money, it means that your desire for conquest is not sufficiently satisfied in your daily life. But in my case, that is not the case.”



    



    No matter how much Jo Seong-hyeon shook it, Lee Hae-seong's glass of water did not shake or overflow. Jo Seong-hyeon seemed to be at a loss because he didn't like that.



    



    “I’m just curious. You haven’t seen the video of Hyean and me, have you?”



    



    “Should I see that?”



    



    “Right. If you’ve seen the video I sent you, the one with Go Ji-woon, you probably won’t even think about watching the video with Hye-an. It’s a bit too much of a hobby for an average person.”



    



    Jo Sung-hyun spoke proudly as if he was proud of his appearance in the video.



    



    “If you were that proud, you wouldn’t have had to come out here to prevent the video from being leaked.”



    



    Lee Seok-kyung had left countless videos and photos for blackmail purposes, but Lee Hae-seong had not checked even a single one. He had avoided Choi Hong-seo’s even more. He had the urge to see with his own eyes how much evil he had been subjected to, but he didn’t think that child, Hong-seo, would want that.



    



    Moreover, even if he had gotten his hands on the video of Yoon Hye-an, who had nothing to do with it, there was no way he would be interested. The reason he was trying to prevent the video from being leaked now was because it could interfere with Choi Hong-seo's new life in the future. That was the only reason. However, Jo Seong-hyeon was mistaken in thinking that Lee Hae-seong was trying to protect 'Yoon Hye-an'.



    



    Lee Hae-seong couldn't bear it any longer and let out a sigh. It was a small sigh that showed that he couldn't stand being bored.



    



    “Look, Mr. Cho Sung-hyun. If you came here just to annoy me, I’ll just leave and pretend the negotiation never happened. You don’t think I suggested the negotiation because I’m afraid, do you?”



    



    “If it’s not because you’re afraid, then what is it?”



    



    “Because it’s annoying.”



    



    “......”



    



    “If both sides’ videos are released, who will be at a greater disadvantage? I will use everything I have—my money, power, connections—to block and retrieve Hye-an’s data from being spread. I will also spread articles saying that the data was maliciously manipulated and that Yoon Hye-an was the victim. There will certainly be people who want to believe what they want to believe in the beginning because it is a sensational scandal, but it is the same in the entertainment industry and in all businesses. The one who pushes on and endures will ultimately survive. After two or three years of silence, Yoon Hye-an will emerge as the victim of a fake scandal and resume her activities. There are similar precedents in the entertainment industry. I can do that, and I will. But what about Jo Sung-hyun?”



    



    Hae-seong Lee, who had been telling a long story without any hesitation, looked at Jo Seong-hyeon with cold eyes.



    



    “However, it’s a bit bothersome for me to let things grow to that level. This is a place I created to solve problems with as little energy as possible. If you’re not interested, then get up.”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon kept his gaze fixed on Lee Hae-seong and extended his hand to the lawyer sitting on his right.



    



    “I will sign.”



    



    The negotiations were completed quickly and without further delay. It took less than 20 minutes for everything to be completed.



    



    After the attorneys representing him left to finish the notarization process, Jo Seong-hyeon, who had been sitting there in a daze, called out to Lee Hae-seong, who was about to leave the conference room with Choi Hong-seo.



    



    “Can you talk to me for a moment, just the two of you, Vice President?”



    



    Lee Hae-seong hesitated for a moment, and Choi Hong-seo looked up at him with a reluctant expression.



    



    “The agreement has been signed, so can’t I just leave?”



    



    “It’s okay. It doesn’t hurt to hear what they’re thinking. It might even give us an opportunity to exploit it.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong, who patted Choi Hong-seo on the back, sent a signal to the attendant waiting on the other side of the hallway. Then, he personally took Choi Hong-seo to the middle of the hallway and handed him over.



    



    He stroked Choi Hong-seo's hair, which was neatly tucked behind his ears, with his fingertips, tilted his head, and gave him a brief kiss on the cheek.



    



    “Wait in the reception room with the security team. Okay?”



    



    Choi Hong-seo nodded, but looked back several times until he and his attendant disappeared completely into the living room. When Hae-seong Lee, who had been watching this, returned to the conference room, a video was playing on the TV installed on one wall.



    



    The TV seemed to be connected to the tablet that Jo Sung-hyun was holding. It was a sex video of Yoon Hye-an and Jo Sung-hyun.



    



    “No matter what, I think the Vice President should see it at least once.”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon's expression as he sat, turning his chair this way and that, looked innocent, like a child who had finally gotten what he wanted. It was the happiest moment in Jo Seong-hyeon's life.



    



    “Oh, this isn’t a breach of contract? I’m showing it to the vice president, so it’s not a leak.”



    



    Hae-seong watched the video with an unchanging expression. In Hae-seong’s eyes, Yoon Hye-an in the video looked like a completely different person from the current Choi Hong-seo. Even though they had similar facial features, they were two completely different people with different personalities, different expressions, and different thoughts, so perhaps that was only natural.



    



    How many times have I hugged Choi Hong-seo, who has the same face as me now? His facial expressions, moans, and reactions during sex were all completely different.



    



    The person guarding you right now is really 'Choi Hong-seo'. The video was actually making Lee Hae-seong realize that fact even more clearly.



    



    It was surprising that the Yoon Hye-an in the video looked like a completely different individual from the Yoon Hye-an of now. Hae-seong was quietly watching the video, the unfamiliar Yoon Hye-an in the video.



    



    And when I had fully contemplated that fact, I turned my gaze to Jo Seong-hyeon.



    



    “I can’t help but feel the urge to humiliate myself at least once.”



    



    “I’m a bit of a smartass. Unlike others, I crawled up here naked. I’m different from those guys who just wag their tails and flatter the vice president.”



    



    “I guess I want to slip again from where I climbed with difficulty.”



    



    Hae-seong sighed as he stroked the edge of the table. Jo Seong-hyeon got up from his chair and slowly approached Hae-seong.



    



    “Even if I slip and fall, I can’t give up the thrill of getting what I want.”



    



    Jo Seong-hyeon stopped a few steps ahead and handed the tablet to Lee Hae-seong.



    



    “The copy is the last one on this tablet. After watching it, you can delete the video, destroy the tablet, or secretly keep it and enjoy it... It’s up to you, Vice President. Just enjoy it knowing that I used it like this, a piece of meat.”



    



    Lee Hae-seong glanced down at the tablet in his hand, and Jo Seong-hyeon placed a hand on Lee Hae-seong's shoulder before leaving the conference room.



    



    After pausing the video, Haeseong Lee put down his tablet, took out his cell phone, and called Director Kang.



    



    “The other party violated the contract by signing the document. It is a violation of the clause that no copies exist in any form. I can’t trust the contents of the agreement.”



    



    [Should we execute the plan we prepared?]



    



    There was neither excitement nor sorrow in the tone of Director Kang’s voice on the other end of the phone. The expression on Haeseong’s face when he heard those words was the same.



    



    Hae-seong Lee's gaze, which had been looking out the window at Seoul, shifted to the still screen on his tablet. He reached a conclusion as he manipulated the tablet with his long fingers to hide the image.



    



    “This must be done without the VIP’s knowledge. Please be careful.”



    



    After a concise answer, Hae-seong ended the call, picked up his tablet, and disconnected it from the TV. He even turned off the TV with the remote control and was about to turn around when a bodyguard with a stiff expression appeared through the open door.



    



    “Vice President, the VIP is feeling very unwell.”



    



    ■
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    As if captured by a drone, Choi Hong-seo's view was of the city from above.



    



    Clear skies, bustling downtown, traffic jams, subways. Countless people moving around busily. It looked no different from any other big city, so at first I couldn't figure out where it was.



    



    The field of vision gradually narrowed to a certain point.



    



    Between the huge shopping malls and the city center filled with high-rise buildings, the lush green plants that stood out made it look like a park in the city. However, the buildings in the exotic traditional style caught my eye. Perhaps the place unfolding before my eyes was like an oriental Buddhist temple.



    



    Choi Hong-seo's vision, moving regardless of his will, suddenly showed the inside of a car in front of the temple. The two people sitting side by side in the back seat were Jeong Ji-in and his lover. Jeong Ji-in's lover and Lee Hae-seong's cousin. Unlike when he saw that person before he woke up in Yoon Hye-an's body, he knew who that person was now.



    



    Their conversation was overheard. A man named Lee Han spoke while touching the collar of Jeong Ji-in's jacket.



    



    “Have a nice trip.”



    



    "uh."



    



    The voice of the answering man was hoarse and shaky. His face was also gaunt. Another man sitting in the passenger seat glanced at the back seat and spoke.



    



    “I think the vice president is here too. There’s a Cadillac car diagonally across from him.”



    



    Just like the lens of a camera shooting a movie, Choi Hong-seo's view was also directed in the direction the man was pointing.



    



    A large, black SUV with a heavy body, hiding among the cars trying to enter the shopping mall.



    



    The next moment, Choi Hong-seo's vision shifted to the inside of the Cadillac. To be exact, he was looking into the inside right in front of the rear window. The tinting was so dark that he couldn't tell if there was anyone inside even if he put his nose right up to the window, but that didn't matter.



    



    The man sitting alone in the back seat was Lee Hae-seong.



    



    The moment he realized it, Choi Hong-seo ran to the window. However, he had no body to run to. No matter how hard he tried to knock on the window, he had no hands to do so.



    



    Before I woke up in Yoon Hye-an's body, it was the same as when I wandered around without a voice or a body. I was overcome by a maddening fear. It was a fear that made me suffocate. But since I had no body, I couldn't suffocate.



    



    Mister, Mister!



    



    I called out to him until my throat was hoarse, but I couldn't get through even the slightest whisper.



    



    He was deep in thought. His extremely thin profile was sharp, almost gaunt. His eyes, looking down at the two hands hanging between his thighs, were empty. They were eyes that were not looking at anything.



    



    He barely moved, except to occasionally raise his shoulders and take a deep breath. His two hands, hanging limply, were shaking. He looked like someone who didn't know how to handle his sadness.



    



    ha...



    



    He lifted his head with a deep sigh and looked out the window. He thought his eyes met mine, but he was mistaken. He didn't see Choi Hong-seo.



    



    His eyes, bloodshot with deep fatigue, were turned diagonally toward the temple. His bloodless, dry lips quivered. He was enduring. And finally, unable to hold out any longer, he let out a tear from his right eye. Soon, he collapsed, leaning forward and covering his face with his withered hands, their joints and tendons bulging.



    



    Only then did Choi Hong-seo realize.



    



    The city was Bangkok, Thailand, and it must have been the day his body was cremated.



    



    Mister, Mister! Please look at me! I'm here, Mister!



    



    No matter how desperately I called out, my voice could not reach him. I wanted to hug him and comfort his sorrow, but I had no limbs. It felt like my nonexistent body was being torn to pieces.



    



    Don't cry. I'm sorry. I should have stayed alive and asked you to fight together... I'm sorry. I'm not stronger.



    



    My vision became distant so that I could no longer see him. I tried to stay by his side, not to get farther away, not to hear or see him, but to struggle madly, but it was all in vain. I was just getting further away from him, as if I was being dragged somewhere in the vast universe. The sky of Bangkok, where the sun was beginning to set, was filled with a mysterious purple color.



    



    ■



    



    The scenery I saw as soon as I opened my eyes was different from usual. The dark and comfortable atmosphere was the same, but the height of the ceiling and the finish were not like Bundang's house. My heart sank. I quickly shifted my gaze in anxiety and looked for Lee Hae-seong.



    



    “......”



    



    This was not the first or second time that I had fallen unconscious like this. Whenever I opened my eyes, I was in his bedroom or he was right next to me. I thought it would be the same this time, and tried to control my emotions for a brief moment, but it was not Lee Hae-seong who was standing by the bed.



    



    “Who, who is it? Who is it!”



    



    As he opened the curtains and saw a dark figure standing blankly in the dark room, Choi Hong-seo jumped up while lying down as if he was competing.



    



    “I’m here. I’m the Vice President’s personal assistant.”



    



    The man tried to calm Choi Hong-seo down with a calm voice without panicking, but Choi Hong-seo couldn't hear him. Before he could completely escape the dream, his fear reached its peak. He raised his arms to cover his face, kicked the blanket with his legs, and frantically called out to Lee Hae-seong. Just like in a dream.



    



    “Mister, mister!”



    



    It just didn't seem right now. I couldn't stand someone who wasn't understanding touching my body, or being in the same space as someone who wasn't understanding.



    



    Some strong force grabbed both of my wrists tightly.



    



    “No, no! Don’t go! Don’t go! I was wrong! Just a little bit… I’ll stay here a little bit longer! Please!”



    



    “Hongseo!”



    



    “......”



    



    “Hongseo! It’s me.”



    



    It was a voice of understanding.



    



    Choi Hong-seo, who had stopped struggling, opened his eyes through the arm covering his face. Lee Hae-seong, who had a surprised and worried expression, was right in front of him. Before he could think of anything, he just ran into his arms.



    



    “Sir... ugh, ugh... Sir...”



    



    I could call him.



    



    “Oh, Hongseo. It’s me. I’m here. Yeah, you’re surprised, right?”



    



    When he called, he answered, and when he hugged him, his arms returned his embrace. It was a miracle. Whether he had been crying since he was dreaming or not, Choi Hong-seo himself was unaware of the tears that flowed endlessly down Lee Hae-seong’s shoulders.



    



    “I woke up from my dream, but the old man wasn’t there… sob, sob, sob, so...”



    



    “Oh, right. That’s why Hongseo was surprised. I’m sorry. No matter what happened, I shouldn’t have left the seat. I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Hongseo.”



    



    At the affectionate gesture of Choi Hong-seo, who clung to him tightly so as not to fall, Lee Hae-seong stroked the back of his head. Like soothing a crying child for an absurd reason, he apologized unconditionally and tirelessly, over and over again. Choi Hong-seo’s hands were trembling as he held Lee Hae-seong’s back and held his shirt tightly enough to wrinkle it.



    



    “No, no. Sir... I didn’t do anything wrong, uh, uh, uh, no...”



    



    Choi Hong-seo shook his head and dug deeper and deeper into Lee Hae-seong’s arms. Not only his hands, but his voice was also shaking violently.



    



    When I lost consciousness and fell down and woke up, there were several times before when Hae-sung wasn't right next to me. It was always in the familiar bedroom of my house in Bundang, but I had never had this kind of reaction...



    



    I've never been the type of person to rely on someone like this.



    



    I was never allowed to rely on anyone like this.



    



    I couldn't tell whether I became a person who didn't rely on others because I couldn't rely on others, or whether I didn't rely on others because I wasn't a person who didn't rely on others. One thing that became clear to me at that moment was that relying on others isn't always a waste.



    



    I should have relied on him more.



    



    Hae-seong quietly sent the attendant away and waited for Choi Hong-seo to stop shaking. He stroked his back, stroked his hair, and kissed his temple. He just waited like that in silence.



    



    After a long time, Choi Hong-seo began to move a little. However, he still buried his forehead on Lee Hae-seong's shoulder and mumbled.



    



    “Where... is this? Isn’t this a house?”



    



    “It’s a hotel. My fever is so high that I’m afraid it would be too much of a burden to go home.”



    



    “Then it’s not America yet?”



    



    While holding Choi Hong-seo, Hae-seong laughed softly. Even though it was a very faint laugh, as they held each other so tightly, his laughter resonated through Choi Hong-seo’s body.



    



    “I haven’t slept that long.”



    



    Hae-seong Lee, who lowered his head deeply to look at his lover's face, kissed Hong-seo Choi's eyes and whispered in his ear.



    



    “Should we go home now? Hongseo, do whatever you want. You can have me bring your luggage to the airport tomorrow.”



    



    “Can I just stay here today?”



    



    “Anything... just do whatever Hongseo wants.”



    



    Even going back to my childhood, I don’t remember hearing such words. I didn’t have the opportunity to exchange sweet words with someone while dating. I don’t know if all lovers in the world exchange such words. However, what Choi Hong-seo definitely knew was that Lee Hae-seong’s words were sincere, and that he actually did it. Except for one thing: going to see Mr. Lee Jong-ik.



    



    Choi Hong-seo slowly pulled his face away from his shoulder. His hand still held onto his shirt. Lee Hae-seong carefully removed the hair stuck to his forehead and cheeks.



    



    “I need to eat something to feel better.”



    



    I felt belatedly ashamed of having had a nightmare and causing a commotion while being frightened. I looked down at his chest and said, wiping my cheek with the back of my hand.



    



    “Then let’s drink.”



    



    “Alcohol? I’m not feeling well either.”



    



    “I know you’re not doing this because you’re sick, sir...”



    



    Choi Hong-seo carefully raised his head and met his eyes, then stopped talking.



    



    His face was even more disfigured than when he arrived at the hotel. As if it were him, not Choi Hong-seo, who had been sick with a fever. Just like the face I had seen in my dream a little while ago, on the verge of collapse.



    



    I was so shocked and scared that I just looked at his face. I only had a vague feeling that something was going on, but I didn't have the courage to ask.

  

  
    Chapter 184
  
  
    

    







But he soon smiled.





“Shall we order some side dishes and drink here?”





It was a distorted smile to cover up the pain, but it could also be because it happened right after Choi Hong-seo collapsed.





Or maybe I became sensitive because I had that dream.





Lee Hae-seong carefully touched Choi Hong-seo's face. He swept back his hair, soothed his swollen eyes, and wiped away the moisture remaining on his cheeks with his thumb.





“There is a security team waiting in the living room, so it would be nice to have a cozy drink in the bedroom.”





The place was good, after all. Choi Hong-seo nodded roughly. While he called the attendant outside the door and asked for drinks and snacks, he turned his face away and buried his forehead on his shoulder again. It seemed as if he didn’t want to see anyone but Lee Hae-seong, and didn’t want anyone to see him.





He put his arm around Choi Hong-seo's back, who was acting like a child, and patted him while dealing with the attendant. Even after they were alone together again, the two of them held each other in silence for a while in the dark room.





“I’m glad that Hongseo doesn’t seem to want to fall like this, but… I’m a little worried. Her fever has gone down a lot, but is she still sick? Is she acting up because she’s sick?”





Choi Hong-seo felt the sensitive hands gently stroking his hair and buried his face in the nape of his neck.





“I had a scary dream... I was a little surprised when I woke up. That’s why it’s like that, and it’s not much different from usual. Don’t worry too much. If you just stay like this a little longer...”





“What was your dream? Maybe you’ll feel better if you tell me.”





“......”





“If it’s hard to say, you don’t have to.”





“If I tell you, I’m afraid you’ll be sad...”





It was hard to keep my composure just thinking about the image I had seen in my dream. My voice immediately became wet. Why am I really like this...





I closed my eyes and bit my lips so he wouldn't see.





“If that’s the case, then you should tell me even more. Hongseo said that. We’re accomplices.”





“......”





“Even darkness as hard as a rock must be shared.”





Choi Hong-seo swallowed dryly as he gripped the back of his shirt tighter. Only after burying half of his face in the base of Hae-seong's neck, who had loosened his tie and undone the top few buttons of his shirt, did he gather his courage.





“I saw you the day I put on makeup.”





“......”





“In Thailand. My friend’s brother and his friend’s friend’s friend…were in the car. The man was in another car.”





“......”





“No matter how much I called out to the man outside the car, he couldn’t hear me… I was going crazy...”





It was impossible to tell that story calmly.





Lee Hae-seong, who had been listening with frozen expression, put Choi Hong-seo's hand on his cheek. As if to confirm his presence.





“It’s okay. It was all a dream. It’s okay now. I’m here with Hongseo now.”





It wasn't just a dream, it was something that happened. What you saw wasn't a dream, it was the past. Hae-seong couldn't say. It seemed like it wouldn't be good for Choi Hong-seo to know more about the fact that things that couldn't be explained by common sense kept happening.





Choi Hong-seo said that they had to become accomplices.





Just like Choi Hong-seo said that if there was blood on his hands, there was blood on his hands too, he had to hide the knife that would soon be used to stab Jo Seong-hyeon.





And, one thing I want to say but can't bring my mouth to open.





“It’s all a dream, Hongseo. Let’s forget it. Okay? You should try to only think positive thoughts.”





In his real arms, Choi Hong-seo nodded.





Just good thoughts... I wanted to, but I knew very well that things don't work out well with just thoughts or wishes. As I woke up from that dream, Choi Hong-seo felt like he had found out something he didn't want to know. It was like the ending of a book he was deeply engrossed in was spoiled.





I wonder if this time isn't that long now.





A story so scary that I can't even bring myself to tell it. A scary ending.





He raised his face and looked up at him cautiously. With a face that looked like it might burst into tears at any moment, Hae-seong smiled again. Then he carefully stroked every corner of Choi Hong-seo’s face.





His touch was always gentle enough to be cautious, but today it was especially affectionate. It was as if Choi Hong-seo felt pain wherever his hands touched. As if he was tracing a wound like a burn or a scratch.





“Your face is a mess because you cried earlier. I’ll go wash it.”





“Hongseo!”





It was hard to bear his gaze. Lee Hae-seong grabbed Choi Hong-seo’s wrist urgently as he tried to get up, wiping his face with the back of his hand. Even in the darkness, his face was so pale that it was clearly not ordinary. And yet, he was trying to hide it.





He slightly relaxed the grip on Choi Hong-seo's wrist, which had been so tight that it hurt. Then he gave an unnatural smile.





“Here it is. Just tell him to wet the towel and I’ll wipe it off for you.”





“I’m okay now because you hugged me so much, uncle.”





“That’s because I don’t want to be separated from Hongseo even for a moment.”





Lee Hae-seong kept pulling Choi Hong-seo’s wrist, who was standing on his knees trying to get under the bed. If he wanted to, he could easily deceive him. Choi Hong-seo thought so. But now, he couldn’t deceive him easily. That made Choi Hong-seo increasingly anxious.





Going back to him, this time Choi Hong-seo covered Lee Hae-seong's face. Just like he always did. Since he didn't let go, his left hand was still held, so he could only touch him with his right hand.





“What’s wrong? What happened while I was sleeping? That’s why?”





His lips, dry and dry, were chapped and cracked from accumulated fatigue and lack of sleep. His lips trembled as he took a breath. But he could not force the words out of his lips. It was the first time I had seen him hesitate like this.





He swallowed dry saliva several times and pursed his lips, his eyes wandering all over Choi Hong-seo’s face. His chin, the side of his lips, behind his ears… His gaze passing over such places did not seem to be accidental.





“......”





For a moment, Choi Hong-seo seemed to understand the meaning of that gaze. He understood. Just like in that dream where he seemed to know the ending of the book he was reading.





He gently wrapped his hand around Hae-seong's wrist. He gently stroked each of the strong, prominent joints.





“It’s okay. I’ll wash up and come back soon.”





He must have sensed understanding in his calm voice. Choi Hong-seo knew the reason.





As he got completely down from the bed, the hand that was holding his wrist snapped. He covered his face with that hand and crushed it. He couldn’t bear to look at Choi Hong-seo.





The bathroom attached to the bedroom was dazzling. Only the simplest indirect lighting was on. I couldn't walk straight to the sink.





“......”





I see. As expected.





I look at my face in the mirror and pretend to be okay.





Chin, side of lips, behind ears, cheeks, under eyes... everywhere his gaze landed, spots appeared.





The spots that spread to his face somehow looked even more hideous than the ones on his lower face. I wanted to erase them. I didn’t want him to see them like this. Not only was it someone else’s face, but this disgusting disease… No, it wasn’t even a disease. It wasn’t because of the disease that he collapsed, and it wasn’t because of the disease that these marks covered his entire body.





What sin did he commit that he had to love something that was neither a funeral nor a ghost?





I poured water on him several times. Even the precious ointment wouldn't work, and there was no way it would go away even if I washed it with water. I poured water on him so frantically that the front of the T-shirt he had changed him into while he was unconscious got soaked. I rubbed it with my palm.





And when I lifted my wet face, gasping for breath, there he was standing in the mirror.





I picked up a towel and pretended to wipe off the moisture, covering my face.





“Sir, is this why you did that?”





I pretended to be cheerful, even though I knew it would be more awkward to act cheerful.





“It didn’t just suddenly appear. There are a lot of them on my body, and on my hands, and we’ve already seen them all. What’s the difference if they appear on my face? I knew it would spread to my face someday. My uncle is a really, really strong person. Why did he make such a face like he was about to cry just because of this?”





“Hongseo...”





His voice was coming closer, but I couldn't look him in the eye.





“I’m okay. I just have to endure it for one more day. If I go to America tomorrow, everything will be resolved.”





“Choi Hongseo, look at me.”





He avoided his hand that was trying to grab his face. He heard the sound of a door opening and closing from the bedroom, and the sound of something being dragged and moved. Choi Hong-seo tried to pass by his shoulder that was standing in front of him.





“I guess the drinks and food are here.”





Lee Hae-seong, who had been holding both of Choi Hong-seo’s wrists, roughly pulled his arms. The hand holding the towel was floating in the air, so he couldn’t hide his face.





“You said you were okay. Why can’t you see me?”





It was the first time that Lee Hae-seong had been so harsh with his expression and speech, and with such strong power. Choi Hong-seo, who had never cried even when looking at himself in the mirror, immediately turned red in the corners of his eyes. Even though he knew in his head that he wasn't angry with him, the only person who could make Choi Hong-seo sad was Lee Hae-seong.





“Don’t hide it. Are you sorry?”





Despite his rough voice, at the end of his words, he pulled Choi Hong-seo by the wrist he was holding and hugged him. He said he would never let him be taken away. He held him in his arms as if he was showing him to someone.





“I didn’t even care that our faces were different. I was worried that I would change my mind because of a little freckle.”





The tears that had been held back by my hot eyes finally flowed down my cheeks. I hugged his back.





“Sir, let’s drink. Let’s drink until we get drunk.”
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