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    The spring semester had ended. 

    The shadows cast by the stately, temple-like campus were fleeting. 

    As Gayoung stepped out from her last class, it felt like only the golden sunlight dared to touch her feet. 

    Columbia University, incongruously nestled in the concrete jungle of Manhattan, New York, was Gayoung’s domain. She had just completed her third year in the business program, and her final grades—checked today—were all A+. 

    Her proud steps moved with the rhythm of a song. 

    “Perfect.” 

    The words slipped from her lips. Today was, without a doubt, the most perfect day of her not-so-long life. 

    She had achieved all three goals she’d chased after for the past four years: academics, part-time work, and filial piety. All three had come to fruition today. 

    At twenty-three, Yoon Ga-young’s life had been defined by blood, sweat, and tears. 

    Back in Korea, she had been a top student throughout high school, without the help of private tutoring. 

    She had entered Columbia on a government scholarship and fought tooth and nail in academic competition with native English speakers. She worked the maximum number of hours permitted for international students to earn her living expenses. 

    Ten days from now, during the June summer session, she would begin an internship at a company that guaranteed a U.S. green card. The salary was higher than any part-time job she’d had. 

    A year from now, with a brilliant diploma in hand, global companies in Manhattan would welcome her with open arms. 

    Her steps across campus led her to a dormitory that looked strikingly like Hogwarts. Ga-young headed straight to the student cafeteria in the basement. 

    Although it was just past 1 p.m., the place was quiet, with few diners. 

    “My beauty, come on in.” 

    The general manager at the front counter greeted her with his usual cheeky smile. 

    Gayoung responded with a bright smile and a wave, then headed straight to the kitchen. 

    There weren’t many dishes to wash at the sink. The end of the semester meant fewer students and less mess. 

    She turned on the tap and began emptying ice from the used tumblers. The ketchup and grease from the plates were already beginning to rinse away with the water. 

    “This’ll be over soon.” 

    She bobbed her head to an invisible tune as she worked. 

    Roughly one hour from now, her student job would officially come to an end—once she polished the kitchenware to a shine. 

    As she grabbed a sponge soaked in detergent, her phone rang. She ripped off her rubber gloves in a hurry and let out a joyous cry. 

    “Auntie!” 

    It was the call she’d been waiting for since she woke up that morning. 

    —“Ga-young.” 

    “Did you just arrive?” 

    —“Yeah, just got through immigration. Why are there so many people? White folks, Black folks, all over the place. I feel like my heart shrunk.” 

    Her aunt and uncle had flown in to visit her in New York. They had taken Ga-young in and raised her like their own daughter after she was orphaned at the age of nine. 

    “Isn’t it disorienting? I told you I’d come meet you.” 

    —“You think we’re kids? It’s Columbia University. We’ll find our way there.” 

    “Okay. There are plenty of taxis in front of the terminal, so make sure you take one. Just tell the driver ‘Columbia University,’ and they’ll take you straight to the main gate. I’ll be waiting for you there.” 

    —“You’ve said that like ten times. We get it. Don’t worry.” 

    Gayoung urged them to be careful and hung up. 

    Today, already perfect, would peak with her aunt and uncle’s arrival. 

    It had been her plan from the beginning of her time abroad to invite the two people who had never traveled internationally before. 

    Her Dream Scholarship not only covered tuition but provided a small living stipend. With that help, she’d worked multiple part-time jobs from the moment she arrived, and she had saved up a substantial amount. 

    With that money, she had gifted a dream trip to her aunt and uncle, who were both turning sixty this year. 

    She had sent them round-trip plane tickets, booked a clean motel—not a five-star hotel, but good enough—and planned an itinerary from New York to Niagara Falls. A rental car had been reserved for the week-long trip starting tomorrow. 

    It took about an hour by taxi from JFK Airport to Columbia University. Gayoung, suppressing the urge to run straight to meet them, redoubled her efforts at the sink. 

    While wiping the dishes, someone unwelcome entered the kitchen. 

    “Hey, Gayoung.” 

    It was Gavin, a fellow business major and persistent pest. For the past two years, he’d kept asking her out despite constant rejections. 

    Gayoung raised a skeptical brow. Gavin leaned casually against the doorframe, grinning. 

    “Still not coming? Be my partner, please.” 

    Here we go again. Yet another desperate plea to attend one of their ridiculous parties. 

    Some of the business students—mostly from Manhattan’s elite—held wild parties at the end of each semester. These events included booze, dancing, hookups, and even legally smoked marijuana. 

    It wasn’t like these students partied all the time. They studied hard and followed elite etiquette. But on the last day of the semester, they went completely wild. 

    Gayoung had only heard rumors—she’d never seen one of those parties for herself. 

    Every semester, she received an invitation. And every time, she ignored it. 

    “You need to get your ears cleaned.” 

    “What?” 

    “How many times do I have to say no for you to understand?” 

    “Just come this once, please? You’re wasting your youth buried in economics books. Blow off some steam for once.” 

    Ga-young let out a cold laugh. 

    Easy for a rich kid who only has to study. These kinds of boys were just immature little brats in her eyes. 

    “Unlike you, I have no stress to blow off. Life’s already a full-time job.” 

    “Oh, come on, Ga-youuuung.” 

    “Could you please leave? You’re in the way.” 

    “You’re really something, you know. After over ten invitations, people usually give in at least once.” 

    “Well, not in any law I follow.” 

    Eventually, Gavin walked out, lips pouting like a duck’s beak. 

    Ga-young glanced at the wall clock. Her frown from dealing with the silver-spoon pest melted into a smile. Her aunt and uncle were expected in twenty minutes. 

    “They’re going to be so happy.” 

    Joy and excitement bubbled within her. 

    It was her first time doing something truly adult in the name of filial piety—and her own first trip, too. 

    But the soft flutter of her heart was soon shattered by a devastating shock. 

    As she was taking off her apron, her phone rang again—from an unknown number. 

    “This is Yoon Ga-young speaking.” 

    She answered brightly, but the voice on the other end was urgent. 

    —“This is 911 emergency services. Are you the guardian of Korean nationals Bong-man Kim and Soon-hee Yoon?” 

     

    May in New York was festival season. 

    Art and cultural events blooming on buildings and street corners added life to the gray city. 

    After an hour in a small gallery, the narrow two-lane road between buildings was suddenly buzzing. A parade was passing by—people dancing to hip-hop, which originated in this very Harlem neighborhood. 

    He stretched his long legs slowly across the crowded sidewalk. 

    He decided to enjoy the moment. After all, such freedom in the middle of chaos was impossible back in Korea. 

    He had deviated from the official GB Group business itinerary. Originally, his business trip to New York was scheduled for the following Monday. But he took a personal day on Friday and flew out Thursday night—alone and unburdened. 

    Thanks to that, today he was enjoying a rare moment of freedom. Of course, he expected scolding from Korea soon enough. 

    As if on cue, a call from Korea came through just as he finished the thought. 

    —“Executive Director Shin Hyun-jae, why are you in New York right now?” 

    The stern voice made no effort to hide its displeasure. 

    —“I specifically told you to clear your weekend schedule. Why did you fly out three days early?” 

    The caller was Kwon Sun-jin, the overall chairwoman of GB Group—and Hyun-jae’s maternal grandmother. 

    Hyun-jae scoffed inwardly but maintained formal courtesy. 

    “I had personal matters to attend to. It’s surprising that someone as respectful of privacy as you would get so angry over such a small issue.” 

    —“How can I not get upset? I told you a hundred times we arranged a formal meeting with Chairman Kim’s granddaughter this weekend!” 

    Hyun-jae pulled his phone away from his ear. 

    He found it easier to remain calm if he simply didn’t listen. His grandmother was obsessed with getting him married. Arguing was pointless, and debate a waste of time. 

    When the nagging finally paused, he casually returned the phone to his ear. 

    “Sorry, what was that? The signal here’s terrible.” 

    —“I said, the blind date has been pushed back to next week, so make sure…” 

    “I can’t hear a thing. Looks like I’ll have to hang up. Sorry.” 

    —“Hyun-jae! Hyun-jae…” 

    Click. He hung up on her without hesitation and put his phone on silent mode. 

    Reclaiming his pleasant solitude in the crowd, he turned his attention back to the parade—not exactly his taste, but entertaining enough to hold his interest. 

    Just then, someone bumped into his arm from behind. 

    The impact was light, so he turned calmly—only to see a young woman stumbling awkwardly to the ground. 

    She looked young, perhaps still a student. 

    Without even apologizing for causing a scene in the crowded street, she quickly picked herself up and rushed ahead as fast as she could through the crowd. 

    There must have been some urgency. 

    Hyun-jae watched her retreating figure. 

    Tall and slender, she wore loose jeans and a plaid shirt with effortless style. Her long jet-black hair streamed behind her as she ran. 

    He guessed she was a Korean international student—her backpack was from a Korean brand. 

    For some reason, her back reminded him of someone else. He regretted not seeing her face. 

    A faint smirk curled on Hyun-jae’s lips. 

    “Wasn’t that girl supposed to be studying abroad in New York?” 

     

     

    
      

    

     

  

     

    Outside the hospital, the seat was a quiet bench. 

    Gayoung's gaze, which had been lingering blankly on the gray clouds, dropped helplessly to the ground. 

    “Aigo, aigo-oh...” 

    Beside her, Soonhee sat sniffling, her soft sobs trickling out like a funeral dirge. 

    A week ago, they'd expected the perfect day. That hope had been nothing but a delusion—just a fleeting flash before plunging into the pit of despair. 

    Her uncle Kim Bongman and aunt Yoon Soonhee had been in a car accident. 

    Upon hearing that a taxi to Columbia University would cost $120, the couple panicked and went searching for a free airport bus. 

    But with no English skills, they couldn’t even find the bus stop. They kept wandering further away from the airport until Bongman spotted a moving bus and shouted “Stop!” while running into the road. Apparently, he’d mistaken a New York airport bus for a countryside shuttle in Gangwon Province. 

    By the time Gayoung arrived at the hospital, Bongman was unconscious with a fractured left arm. Soonhee had bruises on her forearm. 

    The bus company took no responsibility, and instead, Bongman was suspected of being a potential terrorist. It was only through luck and Gayoung’s explanation that the police decided to show leniency. 

    The one saving grace was that Bongman woke up after half a day. He had merely fainted from the shock, and there was no brain damage. 

    His emergency surgery for the fractured arm went well, and Soonhee recovered completely after two days of physical therapy. 

    During their weeklong hospital stay, the couple remained incredibly upbeat. 

    “American hospitals are so big and nice.” 

    “This is real sightseeing. No tour can beat this.” 

    They giggled while exploring the pristine facilities of the large hospital. They were completely naïve about the U.S. healthcare system. 

    Then came today, a week later. 

    While walking toward the billing desk to complete the discharge paperwork, Soonhee tried to reassure Gayoung, saying she had savings and not to worry about the hospital fees. 

    But the moment she held the bill in her hands, her expression twisted in horror. 

    “Gayoung, did I read this right?” 

    If there’s one humane thing about the U.S. healthcare system, it’s that emergency patients are treated first. But its inhumanity lies in the way the cost of that care can utterly destroy the lives of the poor. 

    $530,000. 

    Ambulance, brain scans, surgery for the fracture, physical therapy, and hospitalization—all adding up to around 700 million won for just a week. 

    “Oh god, oh no, what kind of place is this? This is highway robbery. What are we going to do...?” 

    Soonhee’s crying had not stopped for thirty minutes since she saw the number printed on that bill. 

    Gayoung had anticipated this the moment she rushed to the hospital. She had even felt a deep shame at worrying more about the cost than her relatives' health. 

    She shook off the looming despair with all her might. 

    “Auntie, it’s okay. Uncle got the treatment he needed, and that’s what matters.” 

    “But what about the 700 million won? Are we going to jail? Is that what’s going to happen, Gayoung?” 

    “No. Absolutely not.” 

    What happens if you can’t pay a hospital bill? Her understanding was that her aunt and uncle would be barred from leaving the country, forced to find under-the-table work as undocumented immigrants, living out the rest of their lives as slaves to their medical debt. 

    She couldn’t tell them that directly. Nor could she break down and cry like Soonhee. 

    Because if she fell apart too, her aunt and uncle would have no one left to lean on in this unfamiliar land. So she smiled—she forced herself to smile—and resolved to be their strength. 

    “I’ll find a way to pay the bill, so don’t worry.” 

    “How could you possibly come up with that much money?” 

    “There are lots of benefits for students here. I’ll check if I can use insurance or take out a loan. And most of my friends come from wealthy families. I could borrow it from them.” 

    “Really? That’s possible?” 

    “Of course. Haven’t you heard of American billionaires who donate over 10 billion won a year? For them, 700 million is nothing.” 

    It was an empty bluff, said only to reassure Soonhee. There was no one in Gayoung’s life who would hand over such a large sum. 

    “If only someone like that would help us... oh god…” 

    Soonhee used to say begging was shameful. But in the face of this crushing despair, all she could hope for was the charity of some kind-hearted rich person. 

    Her eyes were soaked with tears. Gayoung held back her own urge to cry and wrapped an arm around her aunt’s shoulders. 

    “I’ll take care of it, so don’t say anything to Uncle.” 

    “I won’t. If he found out, he’d wail even louder than me.” 

    Knowing her uncle, he might even try to re-break his own arm just to argue that the treatment was unnecessary. He’d probably throw a tantrum that wouldn’t make sense to anyone but him. 

    Amused for a fleeting second by this absurd image, Gayoung gave a bitter smile and gently wiped her aunt’s tears with her sleeve. 

    “Auntie, you should stop crying now.” 

    “We should’ve just taken a taxi. We did something stupid, didn’t we... snff…” 

    “What’s done is done. Let’s forget about it, okay?” 

    “I feel so sorry, making you carry this burden when you’re already struggling with school... sob…” 

    They were good people. Everyone back home said the couple could live without the law, because they were so honest and decent. 

    “I am who I am now thanks to you and Uncle.” 

    They had taken her in like their own child when she had nowhere to go. Gayoung owed them a debt she could never repay. So she would never, ever let them suffer in this foreign land. 

    Gayoung held the sobbing Soonhee tightly in her arms. 

    “It’s going to be okay. Everything will be okay.” 

     

    A few hours later, Gayoung was hurrying across a quiet campus. 

    Her first stop was the campus bank to ask about student loans—but the response crushed her hopes. 

    “You can borrow up to $15,000.” 

    About 20 million won. With the hospital charging 10 million won a day, that was barely enough for chewing gum after a steak dinner. 

    She wondered if a professor might co-sign a loan or help send her aunt and uncle back to Korea. She headed to her advisor’s office. 

    “He’s on vacation in Key West. We can’t reach him either,” the assistant said, only adding to her despair. 

    Dragging her feet as she left the business school, she thought hard about who might lend her 700 million won. 

    If only she’d been nicer to the rich kids. Why had she looked down on them? Why didn’t she even bother talking to them? Now that she was in this situation, her pride felt sickening. 

    Clenching her teeth, she picked up her phone. 

    She considered calling Gavin—the guy who’d been pursuing her for two years. 

    Should she say: “I’ll date you. Just ask your rich parents to lend me $530,000.”
 Even she found the thought ridiculous. But her finger accidentally dialed his number. 

    “Well, well. The ice princess is actually calling me? What’s up?” 

    The sound of his smug voice made the words stuck in her throat impossible to say. 

    “Sorry, wrong number.” 

    She hung up, only to immediately regret it. 

    That damned pride. Why did it still matter? 

    But even if she set her pride aside, it wouldn’t solve anything. Who would lend 700 million won to a girlfriend? That kind of money wasn’t something people lent—even to family. 

    “Aaah…” 

    Gayoung covered her face with her hands and collapsed on the ground. 

    She felt like she was going insane. There were no answers, but she had to find one. If there were a solution in hell, she’d gladly dive in. But hell wasn’t even in sight. 

    Time passed meaninglessly. 

    The sun disappeared behind Manhattan’s towering buildings. The city grew dark. The roads buzzed with the noise of rush-hour traffic. 

    Gayoung stood up after crouching for so long. 

    She decided to visit the hospital and at least get some food for her aunt. After that, she’d think of another plan. There had to be something. There had to be. 

    As the streetlights and neon signs flickered to life, and she walked through the crowded sidewalks, something caught her eye. 

    It was a large sedan, stopped at a red light. 

    By chance, she noticed the man in the driver’s seat, looking out the window. 

    He wasn’t looking at her. He hadn’t seen her. But she saw him clearly, as if through a magnifying glass. 

    Why? 

    It felt like a lifeline had descended into the ruins. 

    No, that didn’t quite describe it. There were no clear thoughts—just a primal, instinctive urge: I have to grab that rope. 

    That man. 

    She took a step forward, but the light turned green, and the car started moving. 

    Gayoung ran after it. As if she'd fall into an abyss if she lost that rope—desperately, at full speed. 

    But no matter how madly she ran, she couldn’t catch the car. 

    As she stood stuck at a red light, she glued her eyes to the retreating vehicle. 

    She saw it stop in front of a hotel across the intersection. It was barely a speck in the distance, but her desperation sharpened her vision. 

    Gayoung bolted in that direction like the wind. 

  

     

    It was the most luxurious hotel in the heart of Manhattan. 

    Gayoung entered the lobby, illuminated in golden light by a massive chandelier. She ran straight to the front desk without even catching her breath, bursting out in a jumble of English at first. 

    "That man, haah… where is he?" 

    The front desk clerk wiped the capitalist smile off their face. Gayoung quickly tidied her disheveled hair and regained her composure. 

    "I'm looking for a Korean man who came into this hotel five minutes ago." 

    "Will you be booking a room with us?" 

    "No, it's not that. His name is Shin Hyunjae. I'm certain he's a guest here. Please check and let him know someone is here to see him." 

    "If you're not booking a room, please leave." 

    "It's urgent. Someone's life could be at stake. Please, I beg you. Find Shin Hyunjae." 

    She knew from the beginning that this kind of plea wouldn't work at a high-class hotel like this. 

    "Please, I’m begging you." 

    Even after clasping her hands and pleading repeatedly, her words fell on deaf ears. 

    Suppressing the urge to grab the clerk by the collar, Gayoung stepped back. If she caused even a small disturbance, she’d be thrown out by the hotel security. It was better to retain at least the freedom to stay in the lobby. 

    She found a seat close to the front desk. 

    If she stayed here, she felt sure she would eventually run into him. If not tonight, then tomorrow, the day after, or the next — he would definitely pass through here. 

    Gayoung straightened her posture to avoid drawing unnecessary suspicion. She resolved not to miss a single person coming in or out of the hotel and kept her eyes wide open. 

    As time passed, countless people walked by. As expected from a hotel with outrageous room rates, its guests were adorned in luxury, of all different ethnicities. 

    In the midst of it all, she faced a slightly awkward situation. 

    A bespectacled East Asian man in a sharp suit caught her eye. He looked like a high-earning Wall Street broker. 

    The man kept glancing at her several times until he disappeared into the elevator. 

    An unkempt figure in a dazzling hotel lobby — that must’ve been how she looked. 

    Though she felt self-conscious, Gayoung held her head high and stood her ground boldly. 

     

    Even after entering the suite, Hyunjae lay sprawled on the sofa for thirty minutes before mustering the strength to shower. 

    He stood under the showerhead, looking out at the pitch-black city view through the window. 

    It was impossible to wash away the fatigue of the past four days with mere white foam. But even just rinsing his whole body in hot water felt incredibly refreshing. 

    Three relaxed days in New York, followed by four days of a warlike schedule — as always. 

    This business trip was to finalize a contract involving several subsidiaries of the GB Group. It was a sleepless, hectic journey filled with negotiation tables and signing ceremonies. 

    After toweling off, Hyunjae stepped out of the bathroom in a bathrobe. 

    "You’re all fresh and clean, huh?" 

    Without him noticing, Gil Byungsoo, his secretary, was grinning nonchalantly in the middle of the living room. 

    The chief secretary, and also Hyunjae's best friend since their teenage years — the only person allowed to talk to Hyunjae without formality. They were never polite with each other when alone. 

    They had been pulling all-nighters together in this suite, going over documents. Hyunjae had given him a spare key card for convenience, but now it seemed like Byungsoo thought this place was his own. 

    "When did you get here?" 

    "Just now. Mind if I shower here too?" 

    That, Hyunjae couldn’t allow. He shot back coldly. 

    "Are you gay?" 

    Normally that would’ve earned him a “you sandpaper bastard” in return, but this time, Byungsoo was different. 

    "Yup. But you’re not my type, Shin Hyunjae." 

    Byungsoo laughed, pushing up his horn-rimmed glasses. His whole face beamed with uncontrollable delight. 

    Just an hour ago he was whining about dying on the job — what happened? Hyunjae found it amusing and stepped closer. 

    "You look happy." 

    "Yeah. I am." 

    "Something good happen?" 

    "I just saw my ideal type." 

    "What, is a girl group on tour in the States?" 

    Byungsoo, a skilled businessman who loved his work and challenges as much as Hyunjae, had one odd hobby — he was into girl group music and collected their merch. Hyunjae found it bizarre. 

    Byungsoo widened his eyes and pointed a finger dramatically. 

    "Exactly that." 

    "What?" 

    "A textbook idol look. More precisely, the face of a fourth-generation girl group center — no, maybe the leader?" 

    "What the hell are you talking about?" 

    "I just saw a woman like that. In the hotel lobby." 

    He grumbled about how he should’ve gotten her number. The sight of it was ridiculous. 

    Hyunjae chuckled in disbelief. 

    "You got a thing for minors?" 

    Even after hearing that, Byungsoo kept smiling. 

    "She wasn’t a teenager. More like someone who debuted five years ago and grew into the look." 

    "And that’s not young?" 

    "No one said I want to date a kid. I’m just saying a pretty woman made me feel good." 

    "Fine. Let’s stop at 'you’re in a good mood.'" 

    Enough with the useless chatter. 

    Hyunjae turned and went to the dressing room. 

    When he came back in comfortable clothes, the same scene as last night awaited him — Byungsoo had a stack of documents spread across the table. 

    There was no need for more prep for tomorrow’s negotiation. So what was this? 

    "What’s this?" 

    Hyunjae glanced at the documents, and his brows furrowed. 

    "The final three candidates for your bride, hand-picked by the chairwoman." 

    Byungsoo slid the documents, complete with color photos, across the table. 

    "I got stuck at the office for thirty minutes just downloading this email. Look at the profiles and pick the order you’ll meet them in." 

    What fresh hell was this? 

    Even after saying such nonsense, Byungsoo smiled like it was no big deal. 

    "I know you hate it, but what can a powerless salaryman do? Gotta follow the sacred orders of the chairwoman." 

    Hyunjae scoffed through his nose. This was truly an exhausting form of pressure. 

    Kwon Seonjin was a second-generation heir to one of Korea’s top three conglomerates. 

    Thirty years ago, she lost a battle for management control among her siblings. She broke away with just a few key subsidiaries in energy and construction. By public opinion, she was the most capable of the five siblings — her only flaw being the lack of an heir. 

    That point had become clear over the past three decades, during which GB Group grew into one of Korea's top ten conglomerates. 

    Kwon Seonjin, the builder of the GB family fortune, had one deep regret in life: 

    Descendants. 

    After having a daughter in her twenties, she became unable to bear more children. Her only grandchildren were Hyunjae and his younger sister Sejeong. 

    It was inevitable that she'd obsess over getting Hyunjae married. 

    The blind dates began when Hyunjae entered an MBA program after finishing undergrad at Yale. 

    Every month, he'd be shown profiles of women, listing their family backgrounds, looks, education, and health. Though it was just a formality for him, the final say was always Seonjin’s. 

    Sitting across from emotionless strangers, pretending to date them, mating just for heirs — such a mechanical concept of marriage felt inhumane to Hyunjae. 

    He had no intention of accepting such an arranged marriage. 

    Still, he understood her desperation. Which is why he hadn’t flatly refused the blind dates. 

    Thanks to a carefully laid plan, he had managed to avoid these setups for the past three years. And now, Kwon Seonjin was clearly trying to restart them. 

    "She's determined to pick this up again." 

    Hyunjae muttered with a sigh. Behind his glasses, Byungsoo's eyes drooped apologetically. 

    "If you don’t go to the meeting this weekend, I’m screwed." 

    "Why you?" 

    "She told me to hand in my resignation if you’re not married by the end of this year." 

    At this point, it was an obsession bordering on madness. 

    Hyunjae realized it was time to face the music. A confrontation with the chairwoman was inevitable now. If necessary, even a break in ties. 

    "Go back to your room and rest." 

    As he got up, Byungsoo chased after him in a panic. 

    "Just go to the blind date. Who knows? Maybe you’ll meet the one." 

    "Enough." 

    "Then at least hire a surrogate and give her a grandkid. It’s common among American celebs. Michael Jackson, Robert De Niro, Ricky Martin, Elon Musk — they all did it." 

    "You’re insane." 

    Having a child without marriage? That was absurd to Hyunjae’s sense of ethics. 

    He shook off the hand gripping his arm. That was his silent command to shut up and leave. 

    As Hyunjae walked into the bedroom, Byungsoo shouted after him in frustration. 

    "Then go find yourself a fake bride, dammit!" 

     

    
      

    

     

  

     

    She stood in front of the hotel bathroom sink. The opulence of the large mirror framed in gold contrasted starkly with the haggard face reflected back at her. 

    “You look like a mess, Yoon Gayoung.” 

    Slap, slap. 

    Gayoung smacked her cheeks to shake off the drowsiness. 

    She had been camped out in the lobby until 3 a.m. the night before. It was a good thing she had her Columbia University student ID to show the security guards—if not for that, she would have been kicked out long ago. 

    Even so, the hotel staff had been giving her unpleasant looks, so she had taken refuge in the restroom. Sitting on the closed toilet lid, she managed to sneak a quick nap. Her body was exhausted, but her mind felt clear. 

    After washing her face with cold water, she applied some lip gloss from her bag. She combed her hair with her fingers, and at least now, she didn’t look completely homeless. 

    Gayoung hurried back to the lobby. 

    The stakeout resumed at 6 a.m. It must be how detectives feel lying in wait near a suspect’s residence. Her eyes scanned every corner of the lobby with tireless vigilance. 

    One hour and forty-five minutes passed. 

    Finally, the man appeared. 

    Shin Hyunjae. 

    Executive Director of GB Construction. Grandson of the GB Group Chairman, and his sole heir. 

    The man with the top-tier profile she knew so well stepped out of the VIP elevator. 

    He was far away, down the hallway. Gayoung jumped to her feet, but her legs felt like they were trapped in a cast—frozen in place. 

    A strange sensation gripped her heart tightly. She had never imagined she would come face-to-face with this man again. 

    He looked just as he had in her memories, and yet… different. 

    He was still strikingly handsome, still stood at least 190 centimeters tall. 

    But unlike the slightly disheveled look from back then—an inevitable dishevelment—he now wore a perfectly tailored suit. His hair, slicked back flawlessly with pomade, gave him the air of a perfectionist businessman. With his commanding presence, every step he took exuded dignity. 

    He had blossomed into a man of rare maturity and sophistication, a cut above his peers. 

    Hyunjae looked like he was in a hurry. He didn’t glance around, heading straight for the main entrance. The bespectacled man Gayoung had briefly seen yesterday trailed him at a diagonal. 

    Gayoung stared blankly at the man, then suddenly snapped out of it. This was no time to be caught up in feelings. 

    By then, Hyunjae was already near the exit. She sprinted toward him and blocked his path. 

    “Um, excuse me.” 

    The words came out haltingly as she looked up. 

    At 170 centimeters, Gayoung was quite tall for a woman, but she still had to crane her neck to look him in the face. 

    His features were sharp without being harsh—clean, warm-toned skin and perfectly balanced, symmetrical facial features. 

    It was a face that looked like the best possible combination of chic masculinity. But there was no expression on it. 

    The blankness gave off a cold vibe, but it wasn’t a malicious one. If anything, the flawless symmetry made him seem upright. 

    The man’s eyes slowly lowered to her. His expression seemed to ask, “Who are you?”—as if he had never seen her before. 

    Gayoung wasn’t the type to be easily intimidated. But something about his imposing appearance and cold gaze made the 23-year-old shrink involuntarily. 

    She bit her inner lip, then released it to muster courage. 

    “It’s been a year. You remember me, don’t you?” 

    Hyunjae stared at her. 

    Unlike Gayoung’s wavering irises, his deep gaze remained steady. His stare was so heavy, it felt like a boulder weighing down her entire body. 

    His voice, calm yet cold like a winter desert, broke the silence. 

    “Are you someone I should remember?” 

    Her heart felt like it froze over in that instant. The shock numbed her so much that she didn’t even register him stepping aside. 

    But reason kicked in—she couldn’t afford to be discouraged. She shouted at his retreating back. 

    “I’m Yoon Gayoung!” 

    She ran again, blocking his path once more. The two security guards by the entrance started to approach, ready to intervene. 

    “I’m the caretaker’s daughter from the villa in Gangwon-do. You must remember. I’m not some crazy person.” 

    Despite her desperate explanation, Hyunjae’s indifferent expression didn’t change. 

    His gaze moved slowly over her features as if she were an inanimate object. Then he gestured to the guards to stand down. 

    Relieved that she wouldn’t be thrown out, Gayoung let out a sigh of relief. Whew. She dropped her head, and Hyunjae’s cool voice pierced the air. 

    “So, you’re Yoon Gayoung. But I still don’t know why you’re standing in front of me. Were you waiting to see me?” 

    Gayoung clenched her fist softly, summoning her resolve. 

    “Yes. I spotted you by chance last night and have been waiting here ever since.” 

    “Why?” 

    “I have something important to discuss with you.” 

    “Important for you, maybe. Not for me.” 

    The words caught in her throat. She had to swallow hard to keep going. 

    “Yes, well… I need your help. It’s a very serious matter for me.” 

    At that moment, the bespectacled man stepped close behind Hyunjae and whispered near his ear: We're short on time before the appointment. 

    Fear crept into Gayoung’s eyes. 

    He was about to walk away. And if he didn’t even remember who Yoon Gayoung was, that was only natural. 

    Her face looked pained as she stared up at him. 

    “That important matter—can you explain it in one minute?” 

    “Well…” 

    Just one minute? Even a robber demanding $530,000 at knifepoint would take longer than that. 

    Gayoung’s expression crumbled into despair. 

    “That’s not possible. Please, give me just 30 minutes of your time.” 

    For her endangered family, Shin Hyunjae was the only hope. She couldn’t let this chance slip away. Her soul was metaphorically clinging to the hem of his trousers, begging. 

    “Please… I’m begging you…” 

    She bowed her head, pleading. Please listen to my story. 

    The silence didn’t last long. It didn’t seem like he pitied her unknown situation, but he still gave a quick response. 

    “I’ll be back at this hotel at 10 p.m. tonight.” 

    At that hopeful start, Gayoung looked up. 

    “If I don’t change my mind, I’ll listen to you then. Just be here. Will that do?” 

    “…Yes.” 

    “That’s all, then.” 

    “Th-thank you.” 

    Her thanks burst out reflexively, but Hyunjae didn’t even acknowledge it as he brushed past her. The doorman opened the door, and soon he disappeared. 

    Gayoung stared in a daze at the path he took, then dragged herself to a chair and collapsed into it. 

    Her whole body felt like jelly. She was overwhelmed with a bitter sense of defeat. 

    “How could he forget?” 

    I’m still trapped in the memories of that day… 

     

    Last July, during summer break. 

    “I’ve arrived safely, so don’t worry, Aunt.” 

    Gayoung stepped out of a taxi, still on a call with Soonhee. Even as the phone pressed against her ear, her lips curled into a smile at the beautiful scenery around her. 

    A remote corner of Gangwon-do, far even from the nearest village bus stop. 

    Deep green mountains, dense trees, colorful wildflowers, and the crystal-clear song of mountain birds. 

    The mansion, surrounded by a noble forest, was both home and workplace to her aunt and uncle. 

    It was the private villa of Kwon Sunjin, Chairman of GB Group. 

    Used by the GB family for just two weeks a year, her aunt and uncle devoted their entire lives to maintaining it for those two weeks. 

    Kim Bongman, a gardener with 30 years of experience, and housekeeper Yoon Soonhee had been managing the villa for just over two years after being recommended by a friend. Gayoung had visited once before, just before leaving for her overseas studies. 

    —“If it weren’t for the guest arriving tomorrow, we’d have called you here right away.” 

    Just before Gayoung departed New York, she learned that her aunt and uncle had to attend a funeral. 

    Uncle Bongman’s best friend of 40 years had passed away. Their families were close, so of course they had to assist with the three-day funeral. 

    “The funeral notice couldn’t have come at a worse time. Is Uncle holding up okay?” 

    —“His face is beet red. Not from crying, but from drinking everything the mourners handed him.” 

    “He must be deeply heartbroken. Be there for him, Aunt.” 

    It was her first time back in Korea since she had gone to study in the U.S. 

    The airfare was too expensive, and she had always been juggling three or four part-time jobs even during school breaks. But this time, a rare four-day gap in her schedule allowed her to take the plunge and fly home. 

    Just before her departure, she learned someone from the GB family was visiting the villa the next evening. 

    The funeral was ending with the dawn procession, so her aunt and uncle would return in time—but there wouldn’t be much time to prepare for the guest. 

    So Gayoung agreed to help clean the villa. 

    “Check the main house’s cleanliness, sweep the front yard, open the parking gate… Anything else?” 

    —“Ah, turn on the water for the pool. It takes half a day to fill.” 

    “Easy. I’ll have everything perfectly ready.” 

    
      

    

     

  

     

    "—Gayoung, you came all the way to Korea, and I’m putting you to work. I’m sorry. Starting tomorrow morning, your aunt will take care of everything. Is there anything you want to eat? I’ll go grocery shopping." 

    “Please don’t worry about that right now. Just send your friend off properly.” 

    After hanging up, Gayoung let out a small hum and took a deep breath of the fresh air. The air, infused with phytoncides, tasted refreshing on the tip of her tongue. 

    Inside the gate was a different world entirely. 

    The two-story main house looked like any ordinary country home, but the front yard, meticulously tended by Bongman, was anything but ordinary. 

    All sorts of summer flowers were in full bloom. The refined green was dotted with vibrant colors, forming a picture-perfect scene. 

    Strolling leisurely past the hydrangea trees blooming along the high walls, Gayoung made her way to the annex. 

    Her aunt and uncle lived in the annex, a cozy one-story house nestled in the corner of the property. The space, furnished simply with only the essentials, was impeccably neat. 

    After setting down her suitcase, Gayoung headed straight to the storage shed to fetch some cleaning tools. 

    Before going abroad, she had stayed here for about two weeks, helping out. Back then, she had roamed the unoccupied villa as if it were owned by just the three of them. 

    Since the caretaker was only away for a day, there wasn’t much to clean. 

    She swept the already spotless front yard, opened the windows in the main house to ventilate it, and tidied the bedding in the bedroom. She checked that the dishes in the kitchen cupboards were clean and filled the fridge with water and drinks that her aunt had ordered in advance. 

    She then lightly wiped down the floors with a dry mop. 

    After two hours of cleaning, Gayoung stepped out through the back door. 

    Though hidden behind the main house and cypress trees and invisible from the front of the villa, the backyard was about four times larger than the front. What she secretly considered the highlight of the place now spread before her. 

    The swimming pool. 

    “It’s huge.” 

    It wasn’t just wide—it was deep enough that the water would reach over her head. The wealth of the GB family struck her anew. 

    Gayoung turned on the pool’s water system. 

    Her only task was to fill the pool; the next day, Bongman would clear the leaves floating on the surface and add chlorine. Filling it was her responsibility. 

    With her task complete, she returned to the annex and tore into a loaf of bread she’d bought at the airport. 

    But lounging around alone quickly grew boring. Even opening a book didn’t help—she couldn’t focus. 

    After resting for two hours, Gayoung went back to the pool. 

    The water hadn’t even reached halfway yet. Sitting on a sunbed beside the pool, she watched the sun dip behind the mountains to the west. The sky shifted from a mysterious orange to dull grey. 

    She gazed at the tranquil ridgeline under the sky. 

    The forest darkening under the twilight wasn’t especially beautiful. But there was something delicate, almost sacred, in the green air. Something that washed away the grime and fatigue from her difficult life as a poor international student. 

    The soft chirring of cicadas tickled her ears, carried on the breeze. 

    Lying on the sunbed, Gayoung smiled and closed her eyes. She drifted on the edge of sleep for hours, indulging in the longest rest she’d had in a long time. 

    Time passed, and night fell completely. 

    Not a single light was on in the entire villa. Everything was shrouded in shadow. Yet the moon hung closer than it would in the city. The full moon was so bright it illuminated everything clearly. 

    “This should be enough.” 

    The water level was about two hand-widths below full. Gayoung turned off the tap and sat on the edge of the pool, slipping off her slippers. 

    She playfully tapped the water with her soles, making droplets splash into little crown-like shapes. She kicked the water a few more times just for fun. 

    The last time she’d stayed here was in late summer, just before the fall semester began at Columbia University. 

    She’d seen this pool every day back then, but never dipped a toe in. It wasn’t right to use the owner's facilities without permission. 

    “Should I try swimming?” 

    She had only recently discovered how fun swimming could be, thanks to a college elective. She wasn’t particularly good at it, but she could swim a lap comfortably. 

    “No.” 

    Shaking her head, Gayoung stood up. 

    It wasn’t her house. Acting on such a selfish impulse felt wrong. Not even a single blade of grass from someone else’s property should be touched without permission. 

    She turned to leave the pool—but her feet lingered with hesitation. 

    After taking a few steps, she looked back over her shoulder. 

    The rippling surface of the moonlit water was mesmerizing. The desire to glide through it hadn’t faded. 

    “Just one lap won’t hurt, right?” 

    There was no one around—not even her aunt and uncle, the caretakers. 

    No one would know. It’s not like swimming a lap would damage anything. Even if she stayed in the pool all night, no one would ever find out as long as she kept quiet. 

    Unable to resist the temptation, Gayoung approached the pool and began to undress. 

    She wore a single dress, with underwear beneath. At first, she thought about swimming in her underwear, but changed her mind. 

    No one would be passing by this remote mountain at night, and even if they did, the villa was completely walled in. The only witness was the moon. 

    She left her three garments neatly rolled up under the sunbed. 

    Feeling a sudden self-consciousness under the moonlight, Gayoung quickly jumped into the water. 

    SPLASH! 

    The pool was even deeper than it looked. Panic surged through her as she flailed in the water—but her face soon surfaced. 

    “At least those swimming classes paid off.” 

    The panic faded, replaced by a calm joy. 

    She could manage freestyle and backstroke. She started with freestyle, then switched to backstroke. 

    Swimming under the dark forest, beneath the white moon, the peace of the night enveloped her. Floating in the water felt like a primal form of bliss. 

    Her original promise of just one lap became two, then three. 

    She was halfway through her fourth lap when it happened. 

    Suddenly, a light flicked on from the first floor of the main house, spilling into the backyard. 

    Was her aunt and uncle back already? 

    Gayoung stopped swimming and tried to get out of the pool quickly—but then, all the yard lights surrounding the pool turned on at once. 

    Panicked, she hurried to the nearest corner of the pool. 

    It was probably her aunt or uncle, but she needed to hide first. 

    They would scold her for using the pool without permission. She braced herself for that and planned to ask for their understanding. 

    But before she could fully gather her thoughts, she heard the sharp click of dress shoes on the polished granite. 

    A small stroke of luck amidst misfortune: the edge of the pool jutted inward by about 15 centimeters. Decorative features added more shadow, and there was a safety bar she could grip. 

    Submerged up to her neck, she slowly turned her head—and froze. 

    A man she didn’t recognize stood there. 

    Judging by the suit, he was clearly no thief or criminal. 

    He strolled confidently to the poolside, scanning the area with a calm gaze, as if to declare, This place is mine. 

    Who is he? 

    One thing was clear: he was very tall. Though backlit and hard to see clearly, he seemed to be in his late twenties to early thirties, and strikingly handsome. 

    She had seen photos of the GB Group chairman in newspapers, but this man didn’t match anyone she knew. 

    Gayoung pressed herself even closer to the pool wall. 

    When she glanced back at the man, what she saw made her jaw drop. 

    He was undressing. Jacket off. Unbuttoning his shirt while unfastening his belt. In one smooth motion, he took off everything. 

    Even his underwear. 

    Gasp! 

    She clamped a hand over her mouth to stop the scream. 

    What had she just seen? 

    It felt like an illusion crafted by moonlight or her own imagination—a hyper-realistic statue come to life. 

    SPLASH! 

    He dove into the pool. 

    Unlike Gayoung’s clumsy entrance, his dive was clean and professional. Emerging from the water, he began cutting powerful strokes across the pool. He reached the far end in no time. 

    While Gayoung pressed her face to the wall, the man turned and swam back just as gracefully. 

    She didn’t even dare breathe. 

    A girl hiding in the corner of a pool, a man confidently swimming naked—they couldn’t be more different, yet they shared one thing: both were completely nude. 

    She absolutely couldn’t be discovered. If this man found out, she’d want to bite off her tongue from the shame. 

    He continued swimming, thoroughly enjoying himself. 

    She lost count of how many laps he did—at least five minutes passed, the sound of water cutting echoing continuously. 

    It was still early July, far from a heat wave. Staying submerged without moving made her body break out in goosebumps. 

    As her hands numbed from the cold, she shifted her grip on the safety bar—and then splash, a small noise escaped. 

    A mistake she should never have made. 

    “You. Who are you?” 

    The deep, resonant voice shattered the silence of the pool. 

    Eyes wide with dread, Gayoung slowly turned her head. 

    Only two meters away stood the man—with a face as flawless as the rest of him. 

    
      

    

     

     

  

     

    “W-Who are you? Who are you to just barge in here…?” 

    Gayoung couldn’t even finish her trembling sentence. 

    She had a feeling she knew who he was. Probably a member of the GB family. It seemed the person who’d announced they would arrive tomorrow had decided to come a day early. 

    “Shin Hyunjae.” 

    The man stated his name. 

    “Do I need to explain that I’m the owner of this villa?” 

    His tone dripped with arrogance and authority. There was a clear hint of rebuke, as if to say, I own this place—how dare you use the word ‘barge in’ with me? 

    “Now tell me. Who are you?” 

    Cornered by his sharp demand, Gayoung lowered her head in distress. 

    “I’m the… of the couple managing this villa…” 

    She trailed off, unsure whether to say niece or daughter. 

    Hyunjae cut through the silence impatiently. 

    “They said the couple had a daughter studying abroad. Is that you?” 

    “…Yes.” 

    Gayoung answered timidly, stealing a glance at the man. Perhaps tired of floating in place, he moved his arms to paddle closer. 

    “You should’ve made your presence known if you saw someone. Why were you hiding over there—?” 

    “If you come any closer, I’ll scream!” 

    Her shout, full of fear, made Hyunjae stop. His annoyed gaze dropped to the water she was submerged in and came back up. 

    “You’re not wearing a swimsuit?” 

    Gayoung trembled so violently her teeth chattered. It wasn’t just fear—it was utter humiliation. She felt like prey, exposed and vulnerable with nothing but water for protection. 

    Hyunjae let out a baffled breath. He said nothing more, simply turned away and swam to the other side in freestyle strokes. 

    Gayoung watched him in stunned silence as he quickly reached the opposite end and climbed up the metal ladder. His wet, half-naked back made her squeeze her eyes shut in panic. 

    She counted to ten in her head, then cracked her eyes open—he was gone. 

    Gayoung started paddling toward the spot where he had climbed out. That’s where she had hidden her clothes on a sunbed. She wanted to minimize the time her body would be exposed above water. 

    But her body was so cold her limbs wouldn't obey her. By the time she reached the center of the pool, she realized she had made a terrible mistake. 

    Her leg cramped up. The muscle in her calf twisted violently, and pain surged through her body like an electric shock. 

    She flailed her arms, splashing noisily, but it was no use. With her swimming ability, she was helpless in this crisis. 

    “H-Help…” 

    Even in this dire moment, she couldn’t cry out properly. A part of her still warned not to call for that man. 

    Her head slipped under the surface. She fought to stay afloat, managing to break the water momentarily only to sink again. 

    Water flooded her nose and mouth, and her life flashed before her eyes like a panorama. So this is what death feels like, was the only thought that crossed her mind. 

    While her consciousness faded into darkness, something chaotic unfolded. 

    And through that chaos, Yoon Gayoung came back to life. 

    If she had truly died, she wouldn’t have felt the pressure on her chest. She wouldn’t have coughed violently as a reflex. 

    Her upper body shot up as she twisted herself and vomited out water onto the ground. As her senses returned, a fresh wave of horror hit her. 

    Someone was patting her back, helping her through the retching. 

    She turned slowly, her body trembling in fear, and came face to face with the man. 

    “Are you okay?” 

    “Mother of God!” 

    Gayoung screamed and curled up into a tight ball. With her face buried in her knees, she heard the man cluck his tongue in disapproval. 

    Either way, this was death. Not by drowning—but by humiliation. 

    Yoon Gayoung and Shin Hyunjae were both in their most primitive states. 

    Which meant, while unconscious, she had been rescued by a naked Hyunjae, fully exposed herself to him, and received emergency treatment skin-to-skin. 

    There wasn’t even time to feel relief about surviving. The aftershock of shame overwhelmed her, and she trembled like a leaf. 

    Hyunjae dropped a piece of cloth over her head. Gayoung hastily pulled it down to cover her body from the neck down—it was his dress shirt. 

    “Can you dress yourself? I’ll call an ambulance, so wait here.” 

    Her reflexes made her glance up at the sound of his voice—only to freeze. 

    He stood like a water-drenched sculpture. From head to toe, large, stunning, and—she suddenly remembered—the entire thing. His body. 

    Despite exposing himself without a single barrier, Hyunjae showed no hint of discomfort. He simply looked down at her as if nothing unusual had happened. 

    Gayoung buried her face back in her knees. 

    “I-I’m fine.” 

    The emergency treatment had clearly been effective. 

    She no longer felt the trauma of drowning. All that remained was the suffocating desire to escape his gaze—even vanish into the ground if she could. 

    Unlike the trembling Gayoung, Hyunjae was chillingly composed. 

    “What exactly is fine?” 

    “There’s no need to call an ambulance. I’m okay now.” 

    “That’s not really your call to make, is it?” 

    “I know my body. I’m really, truly fine.” 

    She could feel his gaze pressing down on her. She imagined he was silently scolding her for being stubborn after nearly dying. 

    Gayoung muttered “I’m fine, I’m okay,” over and over like a mantra, silently praying that this man would just leave. 

    The brief silence was broken by his indifferent tone. 

    “As you wish.” 

    She could tell he was walking away. Not long after, the cicadas' noisy cries were interrupted by the sound of the villa’s back door shutting. 

    Only then did Gayoung lift her head and scramble to find her clothes. 

    She wasn’t even sure how she made it back to the manager’s quarters. 

    The moment she got inside, she dashed to the bathroom and stared at herself in the mirror. 

    “You’ve lost it, Yoon Gayoung.” 

    Jumping into the owner’s pool was crazy enough—but swimming naked? She wasn’t even the spontaneous type. 

    She must’ve been possessed. What on earth had she been thinking? 

    After sighing in shame for a while, she took in her reflection and felt pathetic. 

    Pale face, wet and drooping hair, and a white dress like a ghost’s robe. 

    She looked exactly like a drowned ghost girl. 

    Gayoung filled the bathtub with hot water. 

    Soaking in the heat finally calmed her goosebumps and shivering. Even the pounding in her chest quieted a bit. 

    After bathing, she decided she had to leave the villa. She picked up her phone from the kitchen table, thinking of what excuse to give her aunt and uncle. 

    She had over ten missed calls—all from Soonhee. 

    Just as she was about to send a text, her phone rang again. The screen read ‘Aunt’. After a moment of hesitation, she reluctantly answered. 

    —Gayoung, is something wrong? Why haven’t you answered for four hours? 

    “Uh…” 

    Gayoung took a deep breath, trying to compose herself. 

    “I filled the pool earlier. Forgot and left my phone in the quarters.” 

    —That explains it. Everything’s okay, right? 

    “…Of course.” 

    The most shameful episode of her life was destined to remain a secret forever. She faked composure, and Soonhee chuckled and got to the point. 

    —Gayoung, I got a call from the GB Construction Executive a few hours ago. That’s the grandson of the Chairman who was supposed to come tomorrow. His schedule changed—he’s arriving today. Has he shown up yet? 

    Shin Hyunjae. That man was the GB Group Chairman’s grandson. 

    Gayoung wasn’t even surprised. She’d already suspected as much. The sticky feeling of mortification just became more vivid. 

    “I’m not sure. Maybe not yet.” 

    —Then he’s probably on his way. When he arrives, could you prepare some banquet noodles for him? 

    “What? Banquet noodles?” 

    —I told him I’d have something ready since he hadn’t had dinner. You make amazing noodles, remember? 

    She used to cook for her aunt and uncle in high school. But the idea of serving Shin Hyunjae changed everything. 

    “Oh, I mean, I don’t really remember the recipe…” 

    Trying to wriggle out of it, she rambled, and Soonhee’s tone softened with concern. 

    —You don’t want to? Oh dear, what do we do… Can’t you manage just a single bowl? 

    “…” 

    —Actually, I didn’t tell him your uncle and I left the villa. I didn’t say you’re there alone, either. I blurted out that we’d have a meal ready and now I’m worried how he’ll take it if he finds out you’re alone. 

    “…” 

    —No, no. It’s not your job. I’m basically the help here, not you. Forget I asked. I’ll grab a taxi and head back. I’ll be there in an hour and a half. 

    “No, Aunt.” 

    Gayoung cut off her internal conflict with clarity. 

    “I’ll do it. I can handle something like that.” 

    She didn’t want to go to the main villa. She didn’t want to see that man again—it was practically a thriller scenario—but she couldn’t say no to her aunt’s request. 

    After hanging up, Gayoung scrunched her face and began preparing the noodles. 

    While making zucchini, carrot, and egg toppings in the manager’s kitchen, she hit a serious roadblock. There were no broth packs. 

    She texted Soonhee, who replied, “They're in the main villa’s kitchen.” 

    After many sighs, Gayoung pulled herself together. 

    There’s no way he’d be in the kitchen. I’ll quietly prep the food and vanish like a kitchen fairy. 

    
      

    

     

  

     

    The main house of the villa had an open structure, with the living room and kitchen seamlessly connected. 

    Gayoung quietly opened the front door and stepped inside. Fortunately, the man was nowhere to be seen. 

    She tiptoed to the sink. As she boiled the broth, cooked the noodles, and set the side dishes on the table, she took great care not to make any noise. 

    She placed the cooked noodles into a bowl and added the garnish. After setting the bowl on the table, she turned back toward the pot where the broth was boiling. 

    The broth still looked pale. She was anxious. Come on, hurry up. Please, just hurry... 

    “What do you think you’re doing?” 

    Her desperate wish went unanswered. 

    Gayoung’s heart began to pound wildly. She glanced sideways and saw Hyun-jae standing at the top of the stairs that led down from the second floor, watching her. 

    He was dressed comfortably in a white shirt and loose, dark gray shorts. But maybe her eyes were playing tricks on her. It was as if she had X-ray vision—his impressive physique burned itself into her mind. 

    She quickly turned her head back around. 

    “I asked what you were doing.” 

    His dry voice came from behind her. Gayoung responded in a timid, almost whispering tone. 

    “I heard you were supposed to have janchi-guksu... That’s what I was told.” 

    She grabbed a dish towel with both hands. The broth hadn’t fully developed its flavor yet, but it should be edible enough. She planned to pour it into the bowl and flee. 

    “You don’t have to. I’m not hungry.” 

    “I’ve already finished.” 

    Gayoung grabbed the pot handle with the dish towel. 

    “I’ll clean it up. I’ll just have some coffee…” 

    “Ah!” 

    A major accident happened. 

    She hadn’t realized Hyunjae had come closer. When she turned toward the table with the bowl, the pot hit his abdomen. Startled, she lost her grip. 

    When she looked down with wide eyes, the scene was disastrous. 

    The heavy stainless-steel pot didn’t tip over but dropped straight down. About half the boiling broth splashed out—right onto Hyun-jae’s foot. 

    Some broth splashed onto Gayoung’s foot as well, but she was wearing socks and slippers, so it was bearable. Hyun-jae had slippers on too—but they were open-toe flip-flops. 

    “O-oh no...” 

    Gayoung bent down to remove the pot, but Hyun-jae reached out and stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. If he hadn’t, she might have grabbed the hot pot with her bare hands—she was that out of it. 

    Hyunjae, on the other hand, remained composed, even with the scalding pot on his foot. 

    “Back off.” 

    “I have to move the pot—” 

    “I’ll do it. Stay still.” 

    His command, stripped of formal speech, froze her in place. 

    Hyunjae slid his foot out from under the pot. His entire foot was red and swollen. Some of the skin on the top had peeled away, stuck to the bottom of the pot. 

    It was, quite literally, a disaster. 

    Once the mess on the floor was cleaned up, Gayoung crouched on the living room floor. 

    His scalded foot was propped up on a stool in front of her. Despite the injury, Hyunjae sat back on the sofa with a blank expression. 

    The situation was so dire that even her fear of him was gone. She felt too guilty to even lift her head. 

    Gayoung carefully and thoroughly applied burn ointment to the injured foot. 

    As she rubbed it in with her fingertips, Hyunjae said nothing. He should have twitched from the pain or flinched at the tickling sensation—but there was no reaction at all. He just rested his gaze on the side of her face. 

    His stare made her stomach twist, but Gayoung kept her focus on the treatment. 

    When she applied antibiotic ointment to the open wound, she winced in sympathy at what must’ve been a sharp pain. 

    “Does it hurt?” 

    “No.” 

    The man answered as if he didn’t even feel it. As she was covering the wound with gauze, he finally spoke again. 

    “What’s your name?” 

    “Yoon Gayoung.” 

    “That’s not the same last name as the caretaker I remember.” 

    She had said she was the caretaker’s niece, but her surname was different from her uncle Kim Bong-man’s. It was a point of suspicion, but she found it too complicated to explain, so she stayed quiet. Hyun-jae didn’t press and instead changed the subject. 

    “Why are you here alone, Ms. Yoon?” 

    “Their close friend passed away. They’re tied up at the funeral until the burial tomorrow, so I came to help out.” 

    “Did you clean the house?” 

    “Yes.” 

    Gayoung wrapped the bandage around his ankle. Even his foot was large, so it took a while to finish. 

    This time, she broke the silence. 

    “I’m really sorry.” 

    “For what?” 

    “For causing your injury. I don’t know how I could ever apologize enough.” 

    “It wasn’t your fault. I snuck up on you. That’s on me.” 

    “Still…” 

    “Treating the wound like this is enough. Let’s just say we were both at fault.” 

    There was no hint of pretense in his tone. His lack of blame, even after suffering a burn, only made her feel worse. 

    As she focused on wrapping the bandage, Gayoung spoke with difficulty. 

    “Thank you. Thank you so much.” 

    Her words came from a place of overwhelming guilt. Hyunjae chuckled, a bit cynically. 

    “You’re still not using a subject.” 

    “For saving me... I meant that.” 

    “Do you understand how big of a deal that is?” 

    It was a moment of gratitude... and embarrassment. She had lost consciousness, and judging by the situation, he had likely come into close physical contact with her to administer first aid. 

    “I understand.” 

    She kept her head down, hiding her tearful expression, as she tied the end of the bandage. After finishing, she didn’t know what to do next, which only made her more flustered. 

    Watching her, Hyunjae asked in a light tone, almost jokingly: 

    “So how are you going to repay me for saving your life?” 

    He was generous, but he seemed to keep score. The question about her life debt left Gayoung feeling cornered. 

    “H-how should I repay you?” 

    “Let’s see…” 

    Hyunjae lowered his foot from the stool. Gayoung’s eyes followed the bandaged foot. Her gaze traveled slowly up his body. 

    When their eyes finally met, tension clenched her heart. 

    “What would be good…” 

    His dark, intense eyes penetrated hers. 

    They weren’t the same calm eyes from earlier. His long, slanted eyes seemed to demand something. She didn’t know what, but her naive mind interpreted it as seduction. 

    Her breath caught. She restarted it by swallowing. 

    “I’ll finish the noodles for you.” 

    She stood to leave, but he caught her sleeve. 

    “No need.” 

    The slight pull made her sit right back down beside him. It wasn’t so much that he pulled her—it was that her legs had gone weak. 

    Hyunjae’s intrigued gaze slowly traced her stiffened face. 

    “I want something other than noodles…” 

    His eyes settled on her red lips. 

    “Will you give it to me?” 

    His question was free of any hint of amusement. His intense gaze fixed on her trembling lips, like a predator eyeing its prey. 

    Gayoung’s mind felt blank. 

    She didn’t know whether she liked or disliked this. She had no will to pull him in or push him away. She was simply overwhelmed by this formidable man in front of her. 

    Hyunjae leaned in slowly. His words were polite, but the act was not. 

    “If you don’t want to, say so.” 

    Polite? That word didn’t belong here, not with this kind of audacity. 

    “I won’t force you.” 

    His whisper tickled her lips. 

    His breath smelled nice. If it had a color, it would be dark blue. That scent, like a hallucination, made her eyelids droop. 

    It was unconscious submission. 

    Hyunjae didn’t rush. He gently covered her lips with his and began to kiss her softly. 

    He tilted his head and slowly took in her lips, bit by bit. 

    Gayoung quietly complied. Even when his tongue slipped past her relaxed lips, she didn’t resist. 

    It was an unexpectedly tender invasion. 

    Even as their breaths mixed and his tongue brushed along her soft inner skin, he never lost his gentle touch. When his tongue coaxed her shy one to come forward, he waited patiently. 

    The feeling was so sweet, her fear began to seem ridiculous. 

    But when her tense tongue finally gave way and was caught by his, a sharp pleasure shot through her heart, making her shudder. 

    It was Yoon Gayoung’s first kiss at twenty-two. 

    She had turned down countless boys in high school without interest—even curiosity—in kissing. Now, she had just given her lips to a man she had only met today. 

    It felt like a pitifully easy surrender, but if this was the price of a saved life, then it wasn’t cheap tribute. 

    Her slender nape was cupped in Hyunjae’s palm. 

    At first, his touch was gentle. But then he tightened his grip, locking her head in place, and the kiss grew deeper and more intense. 

    He sucked at her soft flesh, her breath, even her saliva. 

    It was strange. This unfamiliar sensation was terrifying—but it felt good. So good that she wouldn’t have minded if it went on forever. 

    She was out of breath. Her body flushed with heat. A strange sound trembled from her throat. 

    Hyunjae finally pulled away. 

    Gayoung gasped for air with her eyes downcast. He, meanwhile, seemed perfectly calm—as if she had been the only one affected. 

    He reached out with a dampened thumb and rubbed her bottom lip, now even redder. 

    The touch was suggestive enough to make her eyes flutter shut. 

    Then he leaned in again and whispered in a low, husky voice. 

    “Wanna sleep with me?” 

     

    
      

    

     

  

     

    "That's unfortunate." 

    Hyunjae's initial reaction was dry. 

    It didn’t sound like genuine sympathy. His lazy sigh that followed seemed to Gayoung like a sign of annoyance or boredom. 

    "So, you’re here to beg me for 530,000 dollars in hospital bills. Ah, it’s been two days—make that 550,000." 

    The word beg rolled off his tongue with cynical disdain. Gayoung felt insulted and protested meekly. 

    "I’m not asking for a handout. I’m asking for a loan." 

    "A loan…" 

    Hyunjae slowly chewed on the word, as if it made no difference to him. It seemed he found both equally ridiculous. 

    "If I lend it to you, how are you going to pay it back?" 

    She had anticipated the question. She’d been thinking about her answer all day. 

    Ga-young straightened her spine. She was determined to convey her ability—and resolve—to pay him back. 

    "I’ll be starting an internship this June. It guarantees U.S. permanent residency. The salary isn’t much at first, but after graduation, I’ll get a full-time job on Wall Street in New York. It’s with a company that pays well. I’ll work hard and repay every cent—with interest." 

    "If you’re as competent as you claim, you might become a high-income earner in a few years." 

    "I promise you I will." 

    "Let’s say you only spend the bare minimum to live. It’ll still take… what, ten years to repay?" 

    His dismissal was light and effortless. 

    Gayoung felt frustrated. She really would work like an ant, eat the bare minimum, save everything. She truly, truly would do her best to repay him. 

    But it seemed such an effort-based plan was trivial to Hyunjae. The way he lazily turned his head proved it. 

    Gayoung racked her brain, clouded with embarrassment and desperation. 

    If numbers didn’t convince him, maybe she needed a different angle. Something like loyalty, sympathy, or a sense of duty—ties through close acquaintances, perhaps. 

    She clutched at that thought. 

    "I know this is an unreasonable request from your perspective." 

    "It’s not unreasonable." 

    "It’s absurd, then. But you know my aunt and uncle. They’re not strangers to you. If they return to Korea, it’ll prevent disruptions in managing the villa." 

    "People can be replaced." 

    "Still, I’m your employee right now. Please don’t turn your back on a worker in trouble." 

    "Technically, the head butler of the chairman’s household hired you. Not me." 

    Something in Gayoung’s throat caught. It felt like speaking to a cliff wall. 

    Shin Hyunjae had no intention of helping. He was a man untouched by noblesse oblige, unburdened by compassion or kindness. 

    How could she move this man? She had to change his mind—somehow. 

    She hadn’t wanted it to come to this, but Gayoung reluctantly reached into the most humiliating corners of her memory. 

    “You and I... have a special connection, too.” 

    “I saved you from drowning.” 

    “…” 

    “And you think saving someone from drowning obligates me to lend 550,000 dollars?” 

    Only cold sarcasm came back. 

    There were more reasons, though. You stole my first kiss. You made a sexual joke. 

    The way he casually summed up that day enraged her. She raised her bowed head. 

    Gayoung met Hyunjae’s eyes directly. 

    His once-indifferent expression had changed. His gaze now shimmered with interest, a faint smirk playing at the corners of his lips. 

    “Convince me. Why should I give you the money?” 

    There’s no reason to, he might as well have said. 

    Her eyes stung. She bit down hard on the inside of her lip. 

    A desperate image surged in her mind—her aunt and uncle still recovering, trapped in a foreign prison. That prison was the crushing weight of the medical bill. 

    Only Hyunjae’s help could free them. Money wasn’t the issue—his wristwatch alone was worth hundreds of thousands. What she needed was the barest shred of mercy. 

    “Please…” 

    The sorrow in her voice filled the air as she rose from her seat. 

    Surrounded by luxury in the suite, with the man perched like nobility, she became the humblest ornament in the room. 

    She dropped to her knees at Hyunjae’s feet. 

    “Please help my aunt and uncle return safely to Korea.” 

    To any bystander, it would’ve looked like she was begging forgiveness for some grave crime. 

    Hyunjae didn’t stop her. If anything, he seemed to enjoy the woman’s humiliation from his throne-like seat. 

    “If you help me, I’ll do anything you ask.” 

    She meant it. She’d lick the soles of his feet, give up an organ. 

    “Whatever you demand—even if you want me to live as your slave—I’ll accept it.” 

    A wild thought flickered in her mind. 

    That moment when he asked “Wanna sleep with me?”—a vague glimpse of male desire. 

    It was likely her imagination. But if by any chance—just maybe—he wanted her, she’d give herself to him. It was a naive thought born from ignorance about sex. 

    Gayoung bowed even lower. 

    “Please… help me.” 

    For a while, there was no sound from Hyunjae. 

    She could only imagine that his cold eyes, full of mockery, were staring down at her bowed head. 

    Ga-young closed her eyes and prayed. 

    That an angel would dwell in this man. That light would shine in this dark night. Please, please... 

    After a long silence, an unbelievable voice finally reached her ears. 

    “Wanna get married?” 

    She couldn’t believe what she’d heard. 

    After showing nothing but coldness toward a woman begging for money, a sudden marriage proposal? Hail in summer would’ve made more sense. 

    Gayoung looked up, eyes wide. Hyunjae was scoffing to himself, like he, too, found it absurd. 

    “Well, I don’t actually mean marry me.” 

    Of course not. A poorly timed joke, given the situation. 

    When their eyes met, the smirk vanished from Hyunjae’s face. 

    “Get up.” 

    “…?” 

    “Let’s talk while sitting.” 

    “…Okay.” 

    Still dazed, Gayoung followed his lead. Her vacant eyes stared straight ahead, away from him. 

    “Look at me.” 

    At his command, her face turned toward him. 

    Gayoung blinked once, twice, trying to focus. Perhaps because of all the earlier shocks, looking him in the eye didn’t scare her anymore. 

    His sharp, handsome features were now deadly serious. 

    “If I tell you my situation…” 

    He seemed to have made a clear decision after shaking off a brief hesitation. 

    “I need a shield to fend off my family’s pressure to get married. A wife, just for show—to convince them I’m already married.” 

    “…?” 

    “A private wedding in the U.S., newlyweds madly in love—that kind of act. Can you play that role?” 

    No, not really. 

    A woman marrying Shin Hyunjae should be a high-society elite. Gayoung’s confused expression prompted further explanation. 

    “I have no intention of marrying, but I’m being forced into an arranged marriage this year. If I don’t, I’ll be disowned. So, I want to pretend to be married to someone I can easily ‘divorce.’” 

    Now it made sense. Marriages tied between families are hard to break, but a fake marriage could be ended anytime. 

    But… why tell me this? 

    Was he saying he’d lend her the money if she agreed to a fake marriage? 

    If that was the case, she couldn’t afford to miss a single word. Gayoung focused all her attention on what he was saying. 

    “What I’m proposing to you is a contract marriage.” 

    Contract marriage? 

    She’d seen that in movies and dramas. 

    So far, this didn’t sound too bad. If it could solve the hospital bill, she’d even sell her soul to the devil. 

    “There are three conditions. First, you live with me in Korea for three months. Second, act like my wife in public. Third, no scandals—privately or publicly.” 

    Layer upon layer of surreal words filled the air. 

    “You’ll return to New York in the fall to finish your senior year. You’ll only be living with me during summer break. I’ll tell people we’re in a long-distance marriage because of your studies. Later, I’ll announce our divorce.” 

    It didn’t interfere with Gayoung’s future plans. Everything aligned neatly. 

    “If the contract is signed, your aunt and uncle return to Korea immediately. You’ll owe me nothing. And if you fulfill your end of the deal, you’ll receive a divorce settlement—one billion won plus alpha. You were once my wife, after all, so I’ll ensure you receive enough to maintain dignity for life.” 

    It was the lifeline she’d desperately hoped for—an offer from Shin Hyunjae himself. 

    Just three months of pretending to be his wife. Becoming a divorcée didn’t bother her. The huge settlement? Whatever. All she wanted was to put out the fire right in front of her. 

    Her desperate heart wanted to shout: 

    I’ll do it! 

    But just as the impulsive answer was about to burst out, a cold voice of reason pulled the brakes. 

     

     

  

    
      

    

    The first issue that sprang to mind was their relationship as husband and wife. 

    She wanted to ask if sleeping together at night also meant having sex. But the words wouldn’t come out. 

    After mouthing the thought in silence, lips trembling, Gayoung ultimately abandoned the question. 

    We’re adults. 

    If the situation calls for it, it’ll happen. 

    But there was a far more troubling issue. 

    The only things Hyunjae knew about Yoon Gayoung were that she was an orphan, the niece of a couple who managed a vacation villa, and a Columbia University student. Based on that, he must have concluded she was the best candidate for secrecy and fulfilling the agreement. 

    But what he knew was just the tip of the iceberg. 

    He had no idea that this iceberg held within it a massive, filthy secret—one that could possibly bring disgrace upon the entire GB family. 

    Her above-average moral compass urged her to confess the truth. But her desperate reality kept her lips tightly sealed. 

    If she told him now, Hyunjae would certainly withdraw his offer. 

    Gayoung looked down at the floor with anxious eyes, then at the wall, and finally at Hyunjae. 

    “May I ask you one thing?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Do we have to register the marriage legally?” 

    It wasn’t that she wanted to register it. Quite the opposite. 

    Unlikely as it was, if the issue ever came up, she needed proof that they were not legally married. 

    Avoiding legal binding would serve as a last safety net for both Hyunjae and his family. This was a question wrung from her conscience. 

    But it seemed Hyunjae interpreted it the wrong way. 

    He touched his temple with his fingers, looking troubled. But his moment of contemplation lasted only a few seconds. 

    “That’s not possible. Legally, it would cause too many complications.” 

    His response gave Gayoung a sense of relief. She interpreted it as a way to prevent any legal disputes over assets. 

    Having neatly wrapped it up, Hyunjae asked her with a tone of finality: 

    “Can you agree to this kind of contract marriage?” 

    There was no point in Gayoung hesitating any longer. 

    “I’ll do my utmost in my role.” 

    “Gayoung, heaven must be helping us.” 

    All the way to JFK Airport, Sunhee kept repeating those words. She had no idea that the “heaven” she referred to was actually the grandson of the villa’s owner. 

    Last night, Gayoung had discussed the details of the contract marriage with Hyunjae. During the talk, she voluntarily offered to keep the marriage a secret from her aunt and uncle. 

    It was a fitting arrangement for a marriage that wouldn’t last long. Even after the period ended, Gayoung planned not to disclose the marriage to anyone close to her. 

    Hyunjae promised to introduce her only to his immediate family as his wife. Except in unavoidable situations—but he alone would decide what was “unavoidable.” 

    Any other issues that might arise would be resolved solely based on Hyunjae’s decisions. Gayoung had agreed to comply completely. 

    On the basis of “mutual trust,” Hyunjae chose not to draw up a formal contract. Though the grounds for trusting each other were not just weak—they were practically nonexistent. 

    That morning, Gayoung had fulfilled every wish she'd made—enough that she could’ve run away from the deal without regret. 

    The assistant Hyunjae sent, Kil Byungsoo, was a miracle worker. 

    He arranged her uncle’s hospital discharge, bought them a meal at a fancy restaurant, drove the three of them in a luxury sedan, and handed over tickets to Korea. 

    “We were cursing about the hospital bill, but seriously, advanced countries are different. Can you believe the insurance covers all this?” 

    Sunhee's newfound admiration for America was all thanks to Byungsoo. 

    Introducing himself as a TA from the business department, he explained with clarity that Columbia's student insurance also covered family medical expenses. As for the plane tickets, he claimed that Gayoung’s friends, touched by her situation, had pooled their money together. 

    Naive country folks Sunhee and Bongman were completely convinced. 

    Sunhee even went so far as to whisper to Gayoung, “Don’t you think that TA likes you?” and nudged her saying, “I really like him—give it a try.” 

    At the departure gate, Gayoung held Sunhee’s hand. 

    “Auntie, I’m sorry you couldn’t travel more.” 

    “Just setting foot on American soil counts as a trip. And seeing you surrounded by such good people, we can leave feeling at peace. That’s all we need.” 

    Standing a step back and watching them say goodbye, Bongman’s eyes welled up with tears. He had been struggling with guilt over the trouble he had caused. 

    As Gayoung approached him, he quickly wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and grumbled, 

    “Damn American air’s harsh. Hurts my eyes like hell.” 

    With a faint smile, Gayoung gently touched his still-cast-covered arm. 

    “Uncle, thank you for everything. I hope your arm heals soon.” 

    “Bones heal on their own if you leave ’em be.” 

    “Still, you need to be careful until the cast comes off.” 

    “Worrywart.” 

    Unable to express affection openly, Bongman awkwardly turned his attention to Byungsoo and bowed deeply. 

    “TA, sir… I’m truly grateful. Thank you so much.” 

    Soon after, Sunhee and Bongman disappeared with bright smiles beyond the departure gate. 

    “Ahh…” 

    Gayoung let out a long breath of relief. 

    For that moment, all other worries and the dread of the near future disappeared. She had returned her aunt and uncle to their peaceful lives. That was enough. 

    The next two days were packed with events for Gayoung. 

    Following Byungsoo’s lead, she went to a photo studio and took wedding photos alone—just her in a veil. The simple shoot returned astonishing results the next day. 

    A wedding ceremony officiated by a pastor with just the couple present. 

    The photos were digitally rendered using the latest techniques so flawlessly that even experts would have trouble detecting they were fake. 

    There was more. 

    By filling out some personal details on a form handed to her by Byungsoo, a U.S.-issued marriage license was fabricated—identical to an official document with actual legal validity. 

    Holding the wedding photo and license in both hands, Gayoung marveled. 

    “Money really can buy anything.” 

    She gave up sleep that night to memorize every detail of a fabricated story—how she and Hyunjae met, dated, and got married—so they could present a consistent narrative to the GB family. 

    She was busy with other preparations as well: canceling her summer internship, packing up her dorm room, and checking out of the residence. 

    The next morning, she received another fake-yet-real item. 

    It wasn’t Hyunjae, but Byungsoo who handed it over—a pair of wedding rings in a case. 

    A luxury brand design: simple white gold bands inlaid with diamonds, with the engraving “Hyunjae & Gayoung” on the inside. 

    Gayoung slipped the ring onto her left ring finger just before heading to the airport. 

    She boarded the plane to Korea a mere 40 hours after entering into the marriage contract. 

     

    Beyond the curved glass window, clouds stretched below the blue sky. 

    Two hours out from New York, the plane was flying high above the Pacific. 

    In the business-class seat beside her, Byungsoo was lightly snoring. Across the aisle was Gayoung’s solo seat. 

    Hyunjae, having read a paper to kill time, set it down. 

    His eyes naturally drifted toward Gayoung. She had been tossing and turning since boarding, but was now completely asleep. She must’ve been exhausted after several sleepless nights; fatigue had finally overpowered her anxiety. 

    Noticing the ring glinting on her hands folded neatly over her stomach, Hyunjae let out a quiet chuckle. 

    I married that girl? Me? 

    The idea of a contract marriage had been impulsive. 

    He had blurted it out before thinking it through. In hindsight, it was actually a pretty decent idea. 

    It aligned with his grandfather’s obsession with getting him married this year. He could wrap up marriage and divorce all in one go without hassle. 

    A woman desperate enough to beg on her knees. A man who extended his hand. That was a perfect story to elicit blind obedience. 

    As a fake bride, Gayoung checked every box. Given that he had even considered cutting ties with his family, he had nothing to hesitate about. But still… 

    Was that really the only reason? 

    A faint smile tugged at the corner of Hyunjae’s lips. His gaze lingered on the serene face of the sleeping woman. 

    For the past year, he hadn’t been able to figure something out. 

    The one day he felt least like himself in his thirty-three years of life. 

    What was that abnormal desire? He’d seen more explicit situations before without losing control of his rationality. It couldn’t have been just because he saw her naked. 

    He had overlooked or deliberately ignored a lot of things in life. But this question burned at him so badly, he was desperate to know the answer. 

    He’d imagined all kinds of scenarios: maybe he’d been possessed by the ghost of a horny dog. Maybe someone had spiked his drink with an aphrodisiac. Maybe something was wrong with his eyes. 

    Or maybe—and this was the most ridiculous thought—maybe it was love at first sight. 

    Love… with that girl? 

    Back then, it was so absurd that all he could do was laugh. 

    But when he unexpectedly met her again—now a more mature version of the girl from his memory—his heart raced for some reason. 

    If that’s not fate, what is? 

    Now, by sheer coincidence, he had a chance to find out the answer to that nagging question. She was willing to accept any terms—there was no reason to refuse. Three months wasn’t such a big waste. 

    And so, Hyunjae decided to keep Yoon Gayoung by his side. 

     

    
      

    

     

  

     

    "Shin Hyun-jae getting married? I was seriously shocked." 

    At the sudden remark, Hyun-jae turned his head toward Byung-soo, who was sitting next to him. His eyes were wide open, as if he’d been awake all along. 

    Hyun-jae tried to brush it off with a smirk, but Byung-soo leaned in playfully. 

    "Weren’t you a sworn bachelor?" 

    "Not exactly." 

    "Right. You were a romantic who said you’d never marry without love." 

    This bastard is spouting nonsense again. 

    "You said you were looking for a fake bride." 

    Hyun-jae responded flatly and opened his newspaper again. 

    He was trying to end the conversation, but Byung-soo was oblivious to the mood. 

    "You have a thing for Yoon Ga-young, don’t you? I’m sure you’ve had feelings for her for a while. Otherwise, Shin Hyun-jae wouldn’t be proposing marriage, of all things." 

    "Enough." 

    "It’s such a waste. If only I’d known about Yoon Ga-young’s unfortunate situation first. Even if it wasn’t marriage, if she wanted to date, I’d have found a way to lend her that 700 million won. I mean, if NewJeans asked me for 700 million, I’d—" 

    "Gil-byeong-shin." 

    It was a nickname used among their high school friends—an insult derived from his name. 

    Hyun-jae turned his head slowly, his glare sharp enough to make Byung-soo flinch and bite his lip. 

    Even if it was just a contract marriage, how could he say something like that about a friend’s wife? Hyun-jae was so offended he wanted to punch him. 

    "You’re talking shit again." 

    The insult, delivered in a needlessly elegant tone, was something Byung-soo especially hated. But realizing he’d crossed a line, he shrank back with a sheepish smile. 

    "Sorry. But honestly, it’s kind of unfair." 

    "What is?" 

    "The fact that I’m the only one out of 8 billion people who knows what a damn mess you are." 

     

    They arrived at Incheon Airport around midnight. 

    After exiting the arrivals gate, Ga-young asked Hyun-jae for a moment and headed to the changing room. Her comfortable T-shirt and slacks were replaced by a high-end dress. 

    According to what she heard from Byung-soo, the next item on their schedule was to greet the chairman of GB Group. She’d bought this dress at the department store yesterday in preparation for that first formal meeting. 

    It was a purchase made with the intent of fulfilling her role as a wife properly. 

    She applied some lip gloss and straightened out her outfit. 

    It wasn’t a luxury brand, but it was the most extravagant piece of clothing she’d ever owned. The black-and-white dress added a touch of maturity to her college-student-like face and tall frame. 

    She felt it was enough to make a decent first impression on the chairman. 

    Ga-young quickly returned to where Hyun-jae was waiting. 

    His gaze had been fixed on her from about ten meters away, making her heart flutter with nerves. As she approached with an awkward expression, Hyun-jae casually spoke. 

    "Nice dress." 

    It felt like he’d said she looked nice. Her cheeks flushed. Pressing a hand against her face, Ga-young tried to respond in a way that would satisfy him. 

    "I was told we’d be meeting the chairman right after arriving in Korea. I thought carefully about what a newlywed bride should wear to greet an elder respectfully." 

    Hyun-jae let out a small huff of laughter through his nose. 

    It felt like he was mocking her over-the-top effort, and her shoulders instinctively hunched. But thankfully, that wasn’t his intention. 

    "Smart student." 

    Ga-young trailed closely beside him as he began walking. 

    She was about to face the most important test in her role as his wife. To earn an A+, she needed a bit more information. 

    "Um, I have a question." 

    "Go ahead." 

    "What kind of family does the executive director have?" 

    "My grandmother. She’s the only family I have in Korea right now." 

    During her two free days after signing the marriage contract, Ga-young had done some research on the GB family. 

    Chairwoman Kwon Sun-jin was Hyun-jae’s maternal grandmother. Other direct relatives included his mother and a younger sister. Hearing that she only needed to meet the chairwoman lifted a bit of the burden from her heart. 

    "What kind of person does she like?" 

    "Well, it’s unlikely she’ll like you…" 

    Hyun-jae paused briefly, his lips curling into a wry smile. 

    "It’s going to be hard. She might even slam the door in your face." 

    Realistically speaking, it was unlikely that a chaebol chairwoman would welcome a gatekeeper’s niece as her grandson’s bride. 

    Ga-young was prepared to endure that cold reception. It was her duty to face it with dignity. 

    "What should I say today?" 

    "You don’t have to say anything. I’ll do all the talking—just nod and agree." 

    It was a simple, clear instruction—but for Ga-young, it felt vague and overwhelming. 

    Could she really just sit there and nod in front of an elder? What if the chairwoman directly asked her a question—wouldn’t she have to say something at least? 

    Though she had memorized the fabricated love story Hyun-jae gave her, she worried about making even a small mistake in front of the chairwoman. 

    Noticing the worry etched on her face, Hyun-jae spoke gently. 

    "If you approach it with the same mindset you had when buying that dress, you’ll do fine." 

    A short while later, they said goodbye to Byung-soo outside the terminal, and Hyun-jae went to retrieve the car from the parking lot. 

    Left alone, Ga-young looked out at the dim surroundings of the airport. 

    To her, Korea was a land shrouded in that kind of darkness. 

    Once, it had been a place she desperately wanted to escape, a land of humiliation she never wished to return to. 

    But now, those thoughts felt distant. The tension of the upcoming married life had pushed her regrets into the background. 

    Three months as Shin Hyun-jae’s wife—a period that felt both short and long. 

    She felt like a castaway on a vast, unfamiliar island without a map. All she could do was collide, stumble, and endure. 

    It’s okay. I can do this. 

    Ga-young made a silent vow. This was the start of an adventure into an unfamiliar life. 

     

    The sedan came to a stop in Seongbuk-dong, nestled against Bukaksan, a neighborhood lined with luxury homes. 

    The house, hidden behind tall walls, revealed no hint of its interior from the outside. 

    Without needing to ring a bell, the gate opened. Ga-young glanced out the car window, taking in the estate of a true chaebol family. 

    It was hard to believe such a vast residence could exist within Seoul. 

    The garden, filled with grass, flowers, and trees, stretched out in a somber gray. A small pond and scattered sculptures were dimly visible. 

    Within the grounds, there were three buildings. The car stopped in front of the main house, located straight down the central path. 

    One of the household staff opened the car door. As she stepped out and looked up at the building’s facade, Ga-young was overwhelmed. Hyun-jae approached. 

    "Nervous?" 

    "No. I’m fully prepared." 

    "We’re going in now." 

    "Yes." 

    Ga-young collected her scattered thoughts. 

    Her countless mental reminders not to lose confidence had worked. She didn’t tremble as she stepped into the main house. She even responded with a polite bow and smile to the staff lined up in greeting. 

    "Welcome." 

    A stern elderly voice rang out from behind the servants. Ga-young followed Hyun-jae’s lead as he walked toward the woman. 

    "We’re here." 

    He greeted the mistress of the house with practiced ease. 

    "How have you been? Is your health well?" 

    "My condition is a wreck—thanks to the bomb my grandson dropped yesterday." 

    The refined tone couldn’t hide its barbs. 

    Apparently, Hyun-jae had informed her of the marriage over the phone. Ga-young could easily understand how furious the chairwoman must have been at such a sudden announcement. 

    Standing beside Hyun-jae in front of the main seat, Ga-young cautiously lifted her gaze. 

    Chairwoman Kwon Sun-jin of GB Group. 

    She was seventy-eight years old but looked much younger. 

    Her face had few wrinkles, and her silver-streaked hair, tied up neatly, gave her a dignified presence. Her tall, straight posture and simple knit blouse and slacks radiated class. 

    Her expression still held a trace of anger. Her sharp gaze was directed solely at Hyun-jae. 

    Most people would tremble under such scrutiny, but Hyun-jae looked completely unfazed. 

    "I’m happy to introduce her to you. She’s the woman I married." 

    Even the rhythm of his voice was audacious. He didn’t seem the least bit remorseful about his secret wedding. 

    "Ga-young, say hello." 

    Following his prompt, Ga-young bowed respectfully. 

    "It’s an honor to meet you. I’m Yoon Ga-young." 

    Since Hyun-jae was acting so confident, Ga-young decided to do the same. She hid her trembling nerves and forced a smile. 

    Chairwoman Kwon showed no interest in acknowledging her. Not even a glance was thrown Ga-young’s way. 

    "Aren’t you going to tell us to sit?" 

    "Sit down." 

    With reluctant permission wrung from her, Hyun-jae and Ga-young took their seats across from the chairwoman. 

    At the same eye level, a tense standoff began between grandmother and grandson. Kwon Sun-jin’s gaze was full of disapproval, while Hyun-jae wore a relaxed, faint smile. 

    For Ga-young, the silence was nerve-wracking. 

    The unspoken battle of wills was finally broken by Kwon’s sharp question. 

    "What have you done?" 

    Hyun-jae replied with absurd ease. 

    "I fell in love at first sight." 

    
      

    

     

    
      

    

     

  

     

    It was easy to predict where Kwon Sun-jin would stand. 

    She was morally strict and thoroughly calculated when it came to gains and losses. More than anything, she took immense pride in her family lineage. 

    To her, Ga-young's circumstances could never measure up to the standards of someone born with a silver spoon like herself. 

    She would never accept it right away. I could already picture her throwing them out and sprinkling salt behind them. Judging by the look on her face now, it seemed like my prediction was spot-on. 

    So what could be done? All that was left was for Yoon Ga-young to receive the inevitable decree of exile—and for me to be exiled with her. 

    Hyun-jae spoke nonchalantly, exactly as planned. 

    "From the moment I first met her, I was completely smitten and pursued her aggressively. Whenever I had the chance, I sought her out. It was a long-distance relationship where we’d meet for a day and then spend months yearning apart." 

    He had gone on business trips to North America six times over the past year. Since each trip had included a weekend, there was enough circumstantial evidence to back up his claim. 

    "I couldn't bear the thought of losing her. The anxiety was unbearable. So I begged her to marry me. Ga-young eventually accepted, and we held a private wedding ceremony—just the two of us. As you saw in the photos we sent you." 

    Kwon Sun-jin let out a startled gasp. Unbothered, Hyun-jae continued his explanation. 

    "I knew that our marriage would cause conflict because it deviated greatly from your plans. But I was so certain about this marriage that I didn’t want to put Ga-young through unnecessary stress. That’s why we got married first. I sincerely apologize for not discussing it with you in advance." 

    He finished with a tone of unwavering confidence. 

    Kwon Sun-jin was so dumbfounded she forgot to be angry. She grabbed the back of her neck and turned her head in an odd direction, sighing repeatedly from her wrinkled lips. 

    After a while, she straightened up and turned slightly toward Ga-young. 

    Her gaze rested briefly on Ga-young's lap—specifically, on the wedding ring adorning her neatly clasped hands. 

    In response, Hyun-jae made a show of placing his own left hand on his knee. He quietly enjoyed the way a faint crack appeared between Sun-jin’s brows when she spotted the matching couple ring. 

    Her regal eyes slowly rose to Ga-young’s face. 

    “I apologize for getting married without your permission.” 

    It wasn’t necessary, but Ga-young offered a polite apology. Hyun-jae appreciated that her voice held respect rather than fear. 

    This wouldn’t open Sun-jin’s heart, of course—but it seemed she had at least decided to get to know Ga-young. 

    “Nice to meet you.” 

    That part went well—until she suddenly dropped a painfully outdated question. 

    “What does she do?” 

    Though the question was directed at Ga-young, Hyun-jae jumped in with the answer. 

    “She’s a student.” 

    He couldn’t lie about that. So he recited the profile he knew by heart. 

    “Junior at Columbia University, majoring in Business Administration. She’s the niece of the couple who manage our vacation home in Gangwon-do. That’s where I first met her. Aside from that, all I can tell you is that she’s an orphan.” 

    “You call that an explanation?!” 

    Kwon Sun-jin exploded with rage, cutting him off. 

    Her normally composed and graceful wrinkles contorted in displeasure. Her anger was peaking visibly. 

    Though Hyun-jae hoped she’d hide her fury with her usual elegance, it was clear she couldn’t. Her twisted lips finally erupted with unfiltered contempt. 

    “After all I’ve done to raise you, how could you marry someone like that on a whim? Do you have any idea how significant your marriage is to the GB Group? Do you think marriage is some kind of joke to you?” 

    “It’s not a joke, of course.” 

    “You’re the one carrying the future of this group! And yet you do this without any sense of responsibility? I can’t believe this. Did you do this just to rebel against me? Because I pressured you to get married? So you picked some random girl out of spite?” 

    “She’s hardly random.” 

    “She’s a third-year college student—so what, twenty-three? Unbelievable. What have you done to that poor girl?! You seduced a naive young thing who doesn’t even know how the world works and married her? What is this—some sick fetish for younger women?!” 

    “That’s a rather unbecoming thing for you to say, Chairwoman.” 

    Hyun-jae responded coldly to her vicious tirade. 

    He was not usually a cold grandson to his grandmother. If anything, he felt a filial affection that many children would show to their parents. 

    But now was the time to create distance. 

    He planned to use this fight as a turning point to leave Kwon Sun-jin’s shadow and become independent. It was bad enough he’d made Ga-young a married woman; he couldn’t stand by and let her be verbally abused on top of it. 

    His aloofness only fueled Sun-jin’s anger. 

    “Unbecoming?! You ungrateful little bastard! You're worse than an animal, you—!” 

    “I—I love him!” 

    A sudden outburst cut through the room. 

    Both Hyun-jae and Kwon Sun-jin turned to look at Ga-young with wide eyes. 

    She looked startled by her own words. 

    She shrank a little under their attention, her gaze falling shyly. The nervous flicker in her eyes made her seem almost pitiful. 

    But then, Ga-young straightened and met Sun-jin’s eyes with calm maturity. Her full, rose-tinted lips released measured words. 

    “I wasn’t seduced. I love the Vice President. I chose to be with him of my own free will. I’m not too young to understand what marriage means. As far as I know, you were married at my age as well, Chairwoman.” 

    It was true—but it wasn’t in the materials Hyun-jae had given her. He was slightly impressed by how cunningly prepared she had been. 

    “I’m well aware that I’m not someone who meets your standards. I never aspired to become your family’s daughter-in-law. I only want to be his wife—nothing more. You may scold me or even slap me, and I’ll accept it.” 

    If this were an exam, it would’ve earned a perfect score. 

    Hyun-jae had to bite his inner cheek to keep himself from smiling like a proud professor. 

    “But please, I ask that you not blame the Vice President.” 

    She bowed her head firmly after her earnest plea. 

    With interest gleaming in his eyes, Hyun-jae turned to Sun-jin. 

    Her face showed utter disbelief, mouth agape, as if to say: What kind of girl is this? 

     

    “You know how to play the game.” 

    After leaving the main house, Hyun-jae smirked as he spoke. Ga-young lowered her gaze in quiet embarrassment. 

    “I love you,” she had said... 

    She’d never even said those words to her aunt and uncle before. 

    It had pained her to watch Hyeon-jae get insulted over their marriage. He had saved her twice from hopeless situations. This contract marriage had begun because she’d begged him for a loan. 

    She couldn’t just stand by and watch him be called trash by his own grandmother. 

    “I just...” 

    Ga-young spoke with difficulty. 

    “I was trying to keep my promise—to do my best in this role.” 

    A quiet puff of breath escaped Hyun-jae’s lips. 

    It sounded like mockery, making her shrink even further. She followed him but didn’t dare walk too close. 

    Then came his amused voice, eyes still fixed ahead. 

    “What, not doing your best anymore?” 

    “Huh?” 

    “Link arms. Or should I wrap my arm around your shoulder instead?” 

    “...?” 

    “The Chairwoman’s watching from the terrace. We’re supposed to be newlyweds, madly in love, remember?” 

    Given the circumstances, such an act was necessary. 

    Suppressing the urge to look back, Ga-young stepped toward him hesitantly. Hyun-jae tucked his hand into his pocket, making it easier for her to hook her arm through his. 

    She lightly grabbed his sleeve with her fingers, but he chided her casually. 

    “Put your arm in. Rest your head on my shoulder.” 

    Ga-young obeyed his directions. Her heart thudded wildly as she leaned into his firm arm. 

    It felt like the world had flipped upside down. A newlywed couple taking a romantic stroll... and Yoon Ga-young was part of that scene. 

    As they slowly walked along the stone path cutting through the lawn, Hyun-jae explained: 

    “We’ll stay here for two days. I rushed to sign a lease on a new villa, but I need to get at least the basic furniture in place.” 

    So this mansion wasn’t his intended marital home. 

    Ga-young wasn’t sure if that meant she could relax. It was good to be out of the Chairwoman’s sight, but the idea of living alone with him was strangely nerve-wracking. 

    “That guesthouse over there is where I’m staying. Can you hole up there for two days? If it’s uncomfortable, we’ll head to a hotel. Just say the word.” 

    She followed his gaze. 

    The house was about 50 meters from the main building—one of three structures on the property, and the second-largest, with two stories. 

    “No, that’s fine.” 

    She replied readily. 

    She wasn’t in a position to be picky about hot or cold rice. She didn’t even have the mental energy to weigh the pros and cons of the location. 

    Her mind was already overloaded with anxiety about spending the night with the man she now clung to. 

     

    
      

    

     

  

    
      

    

    The clock on the wall of the annex living room had passed 2 a.m. 

    Gayoung silently followed the shadow of Hyunjae heading straight up to the second floor. At the top of the stairs connected to the living room, her suitcase had been placed there by the house staff. 

    Hyunjae, gripping the suitcase handle, headed straight to the bedroom without hesitation. 

    Following behind him, Gayoung came to a halt, like someone who had lost her way in a maze. 

    Near the window of the spacious room stood a bed that looked even bigger than a king size. 

    If everything until now had been a vague cloud under the name of “marriage,” then the bedroom was tangible reality. 

    The bed—where she would soon lie down with a man, for that very purpose—filled her with suffocating tension. 

    Hyunjae disappeared into the dressing room for a brief moment and returned. From the moment they had stepped into the annex, the large man had been busy on his own, not paying any attention to Gayoung. 

    “I put your suitcase in the dressing room. You don’t need to unpack everything, just take out your pajamas and put them on.” 

    His tone was casual, but the words were both explanatory and directive. 

    In his hand were a hanger with a full suit set, a T-shirt, and sweatpants. Without explaining why he had brought them out or what he was doing, Hyunjae’s steps moved unhesitatingly toward the door. 

    “Good night.” 

    The farewell, spoken without even looking at her, struck Gayoung as oddly detached. 

    “Um—” 

    She called out, stopping Hyunjae just before he crossed the threshold. 

    He turned his head, now standing in that ambiguous space neither inside nor outside the bedroom. His raised eyebrow said, Why are you stopping me? 

    “Where are you going?” 

    “The study.” 

    Why the study—with those clothes? 

    Gayoung couldn’t make sense of the situation with the facts she had. 

    Seeing her confused expression, Hyunjae smirked. 

    “You thought we were going to sleep in the same bed?” 

     

    It was a night spent kicking the blankets in embarrassment. 

    She had finally fallen asleep just before dawn and woke up in the middle of the morning. The sunlight pricked at her eyes, forcing them shut again. 

    “So this counts as our first wedding night?” 

    “Sorry if you were expecting something.” 

    Her premature assumptions had come back to mock her. 

    Or maybe that was a harsh interpretation. 

    Hyunjae wasn’t the kind of shameless man who’d satisfy his desires with a fake bride bound by a lopsided contract. Or perhaps she was just that unappealing to him, not even enough to stir desire. 

    Regardless, the anticipated disaster of sharing a bed with a stranger hadn’t happened. 

    Hyunjae’s sense of propriety had turned out to be a pleasant surprise. If it weren’t for the humiliation caused by her mistaken assumptions, this morning could’ve been off to a refreshing start. 

    “Let’s get up.” 

    Gayoung set her thoughts aside and rose from the bed. 

    The air shimmered like a dream in the sunlight pouring through the floor-to-ceiling window on one wall of the bedroom. 

    Approaching the glass, she saw the expansive garden unfold before her eyes. 

    She hadn’t noticed it the night before, but it was breathtaking—like a painting. It reminded her of a Renoir landscape. 

    The garden had three main features: wide lawns, dense clusters of ornamental trees dividing the space, and roses. 

    The front of the annex was a rose garden. Not bold reds, but mostly white and pink roses. 

    Freshly blooming buds filled the estate with a showy early summer elegance fit for a chaebol family. 

    I must be a weed in this rose garden. Destined to be plucked soon. 

    With that self-deprecating thought, Gayoung stepped away from the window. 

    After a quick wash in the bathroom, she took her time exploring the second floor. Hallways stretched out from both sides of the living room, and the study was in the hallway opposite the bedroom. 

    Gayoung carefully examined the inside of the study. 

    It was a simple yet full space. A large desk held a desktop computer and speakers, and an entire wall was covered with bookshelves packed with general knowledge books of every kind. 

    There was also a sofa, with a seat width that looked to be at least a meter across. No doubt where Hyunjae had lain last night—a sofa that now bore no trace of sleep. 

    “He must’ve gone to work already.” 

    The realization that he was no longer in the house left her with an odd sense of emptiness. She quietly closed the study door. 

    Her stomach rumbled after a long fast. Hoping to find something to eat, she went downstairs and heard an unfamiliar voice. 

    “Madam, you’re awake?” 

    “Yes.” 

    She responded reflexively and headed toward the kitchen, where the voice had come from. A middle-aged woman in an apron smiled as she placed a plate of bulgogi on the dining table. 

    “Hello, Madam. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 

    She had a warm and kind demeanor. Judging by the busy state of the sink and the food neatly filling the table, she was clearly the housekeeper in charge of meals. 

    Gayoung offered a polite bow and asked, “May I ask who you are?” 

    “I’m in charge of meals and cleaning here at the annex. My name is Eom Suk-hee, but you can just call me Mrs. Eom. Sorry for the late meal. Please, have a seat and eat.” 

    Mrs. Eom pulled out a chair with a friendly air. 

    “The Executive Director left for work early. He asked me specifically to take good care of you, Madam.” 

    That word—Madam—prickled in her ears. 

    Gayoung considered asking her not to use that term, but decided against it. Dismissing a housekeeper’s formal courtesy learned in a chaebol household felt like overstepping. 

    “Thank you. Mrs. Eom, why don’t you eat with me?” 

    “Oh no, I already had my meal long ago. Please, enjoy yours comfortably.” 

    “Thank you. I’ll eat well.” 

    Without hesitation, Gayoung picked up her spoon. 

    The number of side dishes was almost overwhelming, and all the ingredients were high quality. She was hungry, and everything tasted wonderful. 

    A strange mansion, Hyunjae’s absence, the chairman who disliked her—conditions where any kind of chaos would not be surprising. Gayoung filled up with food, steeling herself to endure whatever storm might come. 

     

    At the GB Construction Executive Director’s office, Hyunjae let out a chuckle at the mountain of documents on his desk. 

    “Nice to see you again, paperwork.” 

    He had just returned from a four-hour executive meeting that had started at 8 a.m. 

    Work that buried even the smallest margin for rest had become his daily life. 

    Though his official title was Executive Director of GB Construction, Hyunjae held multiple positions. He was also Head of Future Strategy at GB Energy, an Executive Director at GB Bio, and a Non-Executive Director at GB Retail. 

    The reason he carried so many titles lay in Chairman Kwon Sun-jin’s growing impatience as he approached his eighties. 

    The belief that the company is yours was an outdated mindset—one that belonged to his generation. Understandably, he was obsessed with ensuring a stable succession of power. 

    Every day of Hyunjae’s life had been a demonstration of his qualification to become the head of GB Group, according to the precise timetable Chairman Kwon had set. 

    Following the chairman’s wishes hadn’t been so bad. 

    He had a natural aptitude for management. Based on his record so far, he was highly competent. Above all, the sense of achievement he felt after winning trophies from the economic battlefield couldn’t be matched by any other thrill. 

    He knew the opportunity given to him was a privilege. For that, he ran forward, eyes on the path, with some gratitude. Not that he’d never had minor indulgences along the way. 

    The biggest indulgence would be this marriage. Or the divorce, perhaps. 

    “Divorce.” 

    Hyunjae rolled the bitter word over his tongue. 

    It was a prearranged sequence—he would part ways with the woman who had made GB’s Shin Hyunjae a married man, three months later. 

    Thoughts straying from work naturally drifted to his fake wife, Yoon Gayoung. 

    Who would’ve thought she had such appeal? 

    Her sharp mind, her sense, her diligence in everything she was tasked with, the boldness to meet Chairman Kwon’s gaze directly, and the pride that refused to fade from her innocent eyes. 

    Beneath a shell of pure innocence, she was surprisingly mature. 

    And what to do with that unexpectedly dirty mind of hers? 

    Because she had braced herself for their wedding night, Hyunjae’s own night had been a mess. 

    How many filthy fantasies did I lose sleep over? He had stripped and devoured the imaginary Gayoung, not stopping until he had practically torn her apart. If it had been real, he’d have been trash—utter trash. 

    He let out a wry laugh just as a knock on the desk pulled him out of his thoughts. 

    “Executive Director Shin, I have an urgent report.” 

    Standing there with a stack of documents was Gil Byung-soo, his secretary. While the man often overstepped when they were alone, he was properly formal now. 

    As Hyunjae reached out to take the documents, the report began. 

    “The business trip to the UK scheduled for next week will need to be moved up by two days.” 

    “What’s the reason?” 

    “The acquisition negotiations with Goodstone Europe have progressed rapidly. If we reach agreement on a few remaining issues, the final contract could be signed within the week.” 

    Goodstone Europe, headquartered in the UK, was a company GB Construction had been eyeing for a year to expand influence in the eco-friendly construction sector. 

    “Since you’ve led this project from the planning stage, it would be best if you handled the final negotiations as well...” 

    The need for Hyunjae to urgently join the negotiation team in the UK was laid out in detail. It hadn’t even been that long since his return from New York, with the condensation trails in the sky likely still fading. 

    Hyunjae didn’t even want to look at the documents handed to him. 

    Though it was a deal he had initiated and one that would shape GB Construction’s future, and though he was glad to hear about the progress, something in him fiercely resisted. 

    With a sigh and a hand to his forehead, Hyunjae murmured dryly: 

    “I’m on my honeymoon.” 

    Do you like this personality? 

  

    
      

    

    Byung-soo mouthed a curse like a ventriloquist, wearing an incredulous expression.

    “Well, that’s just ridiculous.”

    He was the only one who knew about the fake marriage, so the excuse of being newlyweds was meaningless. Not that he could admit it wasn’t just an excuse, but the truth.

    Currently caught off guard, Hyunjae let out a helpless smile and opened the documents.

    “All right. I’ll review the paperwork, so you can go.”

    “Yes, my esteemed Executive Director.”

    With an exaggerated bow, Byung-soo turned to leave but paused and raised his index finger.

    “Oh, I almost forgot one thing to report.”

    “What is it?”

    “This morning, the Chairman graciously called me himself. He asked about the situation before and after the wedding, knowing I closely assisted you in New York.”

    “I assume you answered appropriately.”

    To Hyunjae, Byung-soo was a more trustworthy friend than family—competent, loyal, and steadfast in his devotion as a subordinate.

    Speaking without looking up from the papers, Hyunjae remained nonchalant, and Byung-soo shrugged.

    “Of course. I followed your script to the letter. Not a single detail was out of place. But there were a couple of questions I couldn’t answer.”

    “Which ones?”

    “Yoon Gayoung’s exact date and time of birth.”

    Ah! Hyunjae chuckled, pressing his forehead.

    The fortune-teller must be on his way.

    It was the kind of afternoon scene one would imagine in Seongbuk-dong.

     

    As Gayoung finished her meal and began clearing the dishes, the doorbell of the annex rang.

    “Master Jung, I haven’t had a chance to inform the Madam yet.”

    The voice of Madam Eom, who greeted the visitor at the door, carried into the house.

    The man who soon appeared before Ga-young looked less like a young mystic and more like an elderly sage. His long hair was braided, and his lengthy beard covered his nose and chin. Wearing a silk robe, he resembled a Taoist hermit.

    With a sense of unease, Gayoung bowed her head.

    Jung returned the gesture with a respectful nod but then fixed his eyes on her face, scrutinizing her features with a persistent, borderline rude gaze.

    “Why are you looking at me like that...?”

    “You have the face of a destined noblewoman.”

    “Pardon?”

    “What time were you born?”

    Gayoung glanced at Madam Eom with a puzzled look.

    “The Chairman sent him. You’d best answer.”

    Since it was advice from someone who understood the household’s workings, Gayoung complied reluctantly and gave her birth time. Master Jung then clasped his hands in a respectful greeting.

    “I have met the owner of the rose.”

    Leaving behind his cryptic words, Master Jung vanished like smoke.

    According to Madam Eom, Jung had been a trusted shaman in Chairman Kwon Sun-jin’s circle for 30 years.

    It was said that no conglomerate head was without a secret, powerful spiritual advisor. Chairman Kwon was no exception and always sought Jung’s guidance before making major decisions.

    “He’s never suffered a loss following Master Jung’s prophecies,” she added, as her own conclusion.

    Since the mystic’s words weren’t negative, Gayoung tried to calm the anxiety creeping in.

    By noon, word came from the main house.

    Madam Eom looked distressed as she delivered the message that the Chairman wished to meet Gayoung alone.

    Gayoung comforted her calmly.

    It was a confrontation that had to happen eventually.

    She knew she couldn’t hide away in the annex until Hyunjae returned from work. Whether the Chairman came himself or sent someone to drag her over, it was better to go willingly.

    Upon arriving at the main house, Gayoung was guided to a room on the second floor.

    Inside the door opened by a secretary was a study with a classic tone and solemn atmosphere.

    Chairman Kwon sat not at the desk, but in the seat of honor on the sofa.

    Unlike the casual attire from the previous day, he was dressed in a two-piece suit. It seemed the elderly chairman worked from this home office.

    “Good afternoon, Chairman.”

    With a polite bow, Gayoung faced the chairman’s cool stare.

    “Come, have a seat.”

    His tone was softer than the day before.

    Gayoung took a diagonal seat, at eye level with him.

    Remaining composed even in turbulent waters was her duty. So she began, carefully and respectfully, with an apology.

    “I’m sorry for the trouble I’ve caused.”

    “At least you understand that.”

    The room needed ventilation. The air was heavy and hot. His murky gray eyes weighed on her like stone.

    Unable to speak carelessly, Gayoung simply sat still and upright.

    After a brief silence, Chairman Kwon spoke plainly.

    “For now, I’ll acknowledge your marriage.”

    Gayoung’s eyes widened in surprise.

    It wasn’t something that could flip so easily after yesterday’s scorn and hostility. It felt more like smoke before gunfire—a warning before an attack. She braced herself.

    “That doesn’t mean I accept you as my grandson’s wife just yet.”

    Gayoung nodded subtly, acknowledging the reasonableness of his position.

    Letting out a sigh, Kwon Sun-jin ran a hand across his forehead.

    “To be frank, I see your marriage as an impulsive mishap. I’d prefer you separate. But Hyunjae is stubborn, so forcing my will now won’t work.”

    Half rejection, half resignation—that was the Chairman’s stance.

    “Do your relatives, the caretakers of the villa, know about your marriage?”

    “I haven’t told them yet.”

    “That’s good. Don’t let anyone around you know for the time being.”

    That was part of the marriage contract anyway, so Gayoung readily agreed.

    The Chairman’s expression twitched as if battling with what he was about to say next.

    Only after another deep sigh did he speak again.

    “If you agree to my condition, I’ll accept you as a member of this family.”

    “What is the condition?”

    To her gentle inquiry, Kwon delivered his demand firmly.

    “Have a child.”

    It hit Gayoung like a bolt of lightning.

    For a married couple, being asked to have a child wasn’t an outrageous request. But this wasn’t a real marriage.

    It was something she could never comply with, but the Chairman continued with unwavering seriousness.

    “If you become pregnant with Hyunjae’s child, I’ll allow an official marriage registration. That means you’ll gain some legal claim to the GB family’s massive fortune.”

    Even if the couple were to divorce later, Gayoung would live comfortably for the rest of her life.

    Of course, that scenario was purely hypothetical. Neither she nor Hyunjae wanted a real marriage, nor a child.

    “Hyunjae is a busy executive who spends half the month abroad. He won’t have time to care for you. So I’ll take on that role instead. Let the newlyweds live here in the annex.”

    “…”

    “All you need to do is enjoy the comfort I provide and focus entirely on getting pregnant.”

    “…”

    “You’ll accept my condition, won’t you?”

    It was more a declaration than a proposal.

    Overwhelmed by his authority, Gayoung couldn’t answer right away.

    She suspected the Chairman’s plan was to have a great-grandchild and then cast her aside.

    For a man like Hyunjae, one divorce and a child wouldn’t be considered a flaw. Marrying a commoner might even earn him a temporary badge of virtue.

    Ga-young understood her place and interpreted it as such.

    As her silence dragged on, Kwon mixed persuasion with pressure.

    “If you move out and live separately, I’ll cut ties with Hyunjae. But if you accept this offer, I’ll provide the best possible environment for your married life. And once you’re pregnant, I’ll officially recognize you as my daughter-in-law.”

    Still getting no response, his tone softened.

    “You’re married—having a child is only natural, isn’t it? I hope you can accept my goodwill with joy.”

    There wasn’t much to ponder.

    All Gayoung had to do was endure the suffocating atmosphere of this mansion. Hyunjae’s plan to separate after three months remained unchanged, and pretending to be a real couple was part of the deal anyway.

    Three months shouldn’t be enough to sever the bond between grandmother and grandson.

    Cautiously, Gayoung spoke the obvious conclusion.

    “I will follow your wishes, Chairman.”

     

    “Send in some headache medicine.”

    After Gayoung left, Chairman Kwon called the secretary’s office.

    Even after swallowing the pills they brought, the throbbing didn’t subside. Kwon rested his heavy head—burdened with a mountain of worries—in his hand.

    What difference is this from surrendering and declaring, This is my granddaughter-in-law?

    At least Yoon Gayoung’s looks and education were acceptable. But still... A villa caretaker’s niece and an orphan?

    To attach such a humble background to his brilliant grandson, heir to all the glory of GB Group, was almost insulting.

    And it was all because of that damn prophecy from Master Jung.

  

    
      

    

    Yoon Gayoung had endured major hardships at ages nine and nineteen, but a fortune teller said that the great fortune beginning this year would last a lifetime. Her compatibility with the present (Shin Hyun-jae) was said to be a match made in heaven.

    Still, the future was uncertain. She didn’t blindly believe in superstition, treating the shaman’s prophecy as nothing more than a reference. If only Jeong Doryeong hadn’t said that one thing, she would have dismissed it entirely.

    “Your fortune says you’ll have three children, Ms. Yoon.”

    In the fortune Jeong had read in the past, there had been no mention of marriage or children for Hyunjae.

    He had also said that this year would be when the energy of fate was at its weakest. That made it all the more crucial for Kwon Seon-jin, who was desperate for a descendant. She had made up her mind to marry off Hyunjae within the year, no matter what.

    That’s why she had gone to great lengths to arrange a match with a respectable family—only to end up with a girl like that as her daughter-in-law.

    Attaching the condition of pregnancy had been her way of clinging to dignity and pride she couldn’t abandon all at once.

    “None of my children have ever done as I wished.”

    The afternoon in the chairman’s office sank deep with a long sigh.

     

    Late at night in the Seongbuk-dong annex, the light was on in Hyunjae’s second-floor study.

    He had run into Gayoung at the entrance and told her to meet him in the second-floor living room in five minutes. His jacket, taken off earlier, now lay tossed on the sofa he had neatly tidied up before leaving for work at dawn.

    Jet lag had him wrapped in fatigue. He had nodded off several times despite his packed schedule.

    Then, in the late afternoon, a brief article in an economic daily hit him like a cold shock. Now, more than ever, his mind was clear.

    “So quick to act, as expected.”

    Hyunjae recalled the article, chuckling bitterly.

    He was well aware of Chairman Kwon Seon-jin’s sharp judgment and bold execution, but this time, even he was stunned.

    An article announcing Shin Hyunjae’s marriage had been published.

    Just last night, she had treated her grandson like trash clinging to the bottom of a bin—and yet before the echo of her scolding had even faded, a press release had been issued under the name of the GB Group chairman's office.

    That press release, reprinted verbatim, now adorned the bottom of page two in an economic newspaper.

    The announcement itself was understandable. It was probably a necessary step for Kwon to clear the lineup of pending marriage prospects.

    But the content was laughable. Apparently, the couple had held a modest wedding in the U.S. with only immediate family present.

    
      “The bride is a Columbia University student. Out of respect for her desire to live an ordinary academic life, we ask for understanding that her identity will not be disclosed.”
    

    Could there be a smarter way to preserve the family’s dignity while hiding the bride?

    Since then, Hyunjae had only spoken to Kwon on the phone. He’d learned that Gayoung had agreed to the article’s content during that call.

    When he expressed his displeasure, her reply was infuriating.

    “What’s the problem if this old woman wants to take good care of her granddaughter-in-law at home?”

    She acted as if she had formally accepted Gyoung as her grandson’s wife.

    The reason for keeping Gayoung close was obvious.

    She was desperate for an heir. That was the sole reason.

    This was the same Kwon Seon-jin who had made her own daughter, Shin Yoon-mi—Hyunjae’s mother—go through three marriages. She had even taken legal steps to register her daughter’s children, Hyunjae and Se-jeong, under the GB family registry.

    Now she’d probably start harassing Gayoung to get pregnant. What she planned to do with Gayoung afterward was beyond prediction.

    Hyunjae had no intention of complying with the pregnancy demand.

    The real issue was Gayoung living in the Seongbuk-dong annex. Given how little time he spent at home due to work, he couldn’t be a constant support or shield for her.

    As he removed his tie pin, his eyes briefly caught the digital clock on his desk. Loosening his tie, he walked toward the living room.

    Just then, Gyoung was stepping out of the bedroom.

    Hyunjae gave her only a brief, indifferent glance before sitting on the sofa.

    She walked quietly, sat politely, and placed her pale, slender hands neatly on her knees.

    A thick strand of hair had come loose from her tied-up hair, tracing a charming line down her cheek.

    The sight made him smile faintly. For some reason, it looked cute.

    Gayoung spoke, her lips parting with an awkward smile.

    “There was nothing special today aside from meeting the chairman.”

    Meeting the chairman alone was the special event.

    Hyunjae didn’t reply. He simply stared at her with stern eyes.

    Her fingertips twitched slightly. Was she afraid he might bite? He had no intention of easing her discomfort.

    “You brought this on yourself, you know that?”

    “Did I do something wrong?”

    She responded formally, even though she couldn’t meet his eyes. Her businesslike tone contrasted oddly with her innocent appearance.

    “You don’t know?”

    “I don’t.”

    “Shall I give you the model answer? It’s too late now, but still.”

    Gayoung lifted her head, eyes full of confusion. This time, she didn’t avoid his gaze.

    Her light-colored irises added to her pure image. That amber hue in her eyes… he wondered what those eyes would look like filled with tears. The cruel thought flashed across his mind.

    Casually, Hyunjae brought up an old topic.

    “My beloved husband’s will is my will. Please discuss the matter of our home and children with my husband.”

    Gayoung’s face twisted midair and then hesitantly turned back. That one sentence had been filled with words she wasn’t comfortable hearing.

    Hyunjae clarified.

    “You should’ve pushed the blame onto me. The criticism, the responsibility.”

    He only wanted to keep her by his side for a while. He had no intention of subjecting her to the authority of Kwon Seon-jin or the suffocating weight of the GB family.

    Life in this house meant living under Kwon’s control.

    “You don’t have to walk on eggshells around the chairman. Think about it again. I’ll help you get what you want.”

    “I already promised the chairman I’d do as she asked.”

    “Living here will be hard.”

    “If we leave this place, the chairman said she would cut ties with you.”

    “That’s not your concern.”

    “I don’t want to be the reason there’s a rift between you and the chairman. If I can avoid upsetting her just by making a bit of effort, I’m willing. The chairman doesn’t scare me that much.”

    No fear, huh.

    He’d gotten that impression of her several times already—and today was no different.

    Hyunjae’s eyes deepened as he stared at her, a faint smile tugging at his lips.

    She was an interesting woman. Not cheerful, but somehow amusing. He almost wanted to embarrass her further just to see her blush.

    “You’re going to try hard for the sake of my precious relationship with the chairman?”

    “……”

    “Since her main demand is pregnancy, I suppose you’ll have to work on that too?”

    “……”

    Gayoung’s eyes wavered. He had laid out a scenario she hadn’t even considered.

    “You’ll get prenatal exams, take ovulation meds, and be monitored at night to make sure we’re sleeping together—can you handle all that?”

    Her white cheeks turned a rosy pink. It was a pretty color—like the soft bloom of a Summer Lady rose in the garden.

    She bit her lip to suppress her embarrassment. The deeper red of her lips and the swelling from her bite made them look plump.

    Watching it in real time brought back a vivid memory of rolling around with her last night.

    
      Is this turning me on?
    

    That innocent face and awkward demeanor?

    Exhaling sharply, Hyunjae stopped himself from speaking further.

    “I’ll try to prevent it from going that far.”

    Gayoung placed a hand over her chest and let out a breath of relief. The way her wedding ring pressed into her curved chest was oddly provocative.

    Hyunjae stood up. If he kept looking at her, his pants might start showing signs of interest.

    “I hope you adjust well to life here. Get some rest.”

    “Um…”

    She stood up quickly, her tone suddenly firm.

    Hyunjae paused and looked back at her. Despite her earlier timidity, she now spoke with surprising determination.

    “I’d like to sleep in the study. Since you have to leave early, I think it’s better if you sleep comfortably in the bedroom.”

    “I’m fine in the study. Don’t worry.”

    “But the dressing room is connected to the bedroom. You’ll need to change clothes there anyway, right?”

    “I won’t need to. I’ll swap my suit at the office in the morning.”

    “Still… you need to change your underwear…”

    The word “underwear” embarrassed her. Her lips fumbled and closed. From innocent girl to bold woman—her expression changed so easily, it was bewildering.

    Hyunjae shook off the frustration building from staring at her lips.

    “I don’t wear anything when I sleep.”

     

    It was a day of powdery rain under dark clouds.

    From early morning, several moving trucks came and went through the rain to the annex.

    As a result, the navy-themed, minimalist second floor underwent changes.

    Large furniture was replaced with new antique-style pieces, and the bedding was switched to all white. Cold-toned paintings and decorations were replaced with warm-colored ones.

    Gayoung’s clothes, accessories, and cosmetics were also brought in—every item a luxury brand.

    She was also given a new room. A previously unused room on the first floor was turned into a study.

    According to Madam Eom, it was at Hyunjae’s request, since Gayoung was still a student and needed a space to study and rest alone.

    An entire crew, working like a single unit, completed the transformation of the annex in half a day.

    “Our chairman must really adore her granddaughter-in-law,” Madam Eom guessed.

    Her assumption was off base, but the fact remained—this newlywed home was a product of Chairman Kwon Seon-jin’s “consideration.”

  

    
      

    

    While watching TV in the second-floor living room, Madam Eom came to find her.

    "Ma’am, there's someone you should meet. The Deputy Director’s younger sister is here."

    Gayoung already knew that Hyunjae had a younger sister. If she remembered correctly, her name was Shin Se-jung. She was studying art in Italy and must have returned home for summer break.

    Gayoung quickly turned off the TV and stood up.

    "Should I go see the Chairman now?"

    She assumed Se-jung would be introduced to her through Kwon Sun-jin, but that wasn’t the case.

    "No, she’s downstairs on the first floor. She came here first."

    "She came here first?"

    "Yes."

    Gayoung smiled without much thought. It wasn’t necessary to bother the Chairman over simply greeting her sister-in-law.

    "I’ll go down and greet her right away."

    "But..."

    Madam Eom trailed off. When Gayoung raised her eyebrows in silent question, she shook her head with a troubled expression.

    "It’s nothing."

    From the moment she started down the stairs, the smell of cigarettes assaulted her nose. It was obvious who had been smoking. With a growing sense of unease, Gayoung descended to the first-floor living room.

    Se-jung was lounging on the sofa, boldly smoking a cigarette.

    Her profile was strikingly beautiful, her figure petite and slim.

    Her long legs stretched out arrogantly on the living room table beneath a tight tweed dress. White smoke curled from her red lips in lazy wisps.

    "Miss Se-jung," Madam Eom called.

    Se-jung turned her head.

    "Hello. I’m Yoon Gayoung."

    Gayoung hid her displeasure behind a polite greeting. Just her luck that her sister-in-law turned out to be the kind of person who turned a newlywed home into a raccoon’s den. First impressions couldn’t get any worse.

    Se-jung stubbed out her cigarette in the ashtray and stood up to look at Ga-young. Her head tilted with a hint of disdain, as if she disliked having to look up slightly.

    "Oh, so you’re the baby-maker."

    Excuse me?

    Gayoung’s face twisted, though she managed to bite back her words.

    "So you’re the one hired to pop out a baby for our family."

    Se-jung sneered, her lip curling up with mockery so intense Gayoung wanted to rip it right off her face. She let out a breathless laugh in disbelief, prompting Se-jung to suddenly get serious.

    "Look at you. Acting like you’ve got some pride. Don’t tell me you actually think you're a real daughter-in-law of this family?"

    What kind of person says this stuff? Gayoung bit down hard on her rising temper.

    "If that’s what you’re thinking, wake up. Don’t even dream of reaching for my brother. You’re just here to pop out a kid. You’ll probably get some money for it, but that’s it."

    Should she fight back? Shut her up before she could say another word?

    She knew she wouldn’t lose if she tried. But was this kind of trash even worth the trouble? It felt childish to even respond.

    "You shouldn’t say things like that," Madam Eom finally stepped in, unable to listen any longer.

    "She’s married to the Deputy Director. She’s your sister-in-law now. You should show some respect to your elders."

    "Elders, my ass. Madam Eom, you’re being weird. Whose side are you on?"

    "I’m not taking sides—"

    "How long do you think she’ll be around anyway? A year at most. The fact that my brother picked up a poor nobody like her—he must have lost his mind for a bit. He’ll come to his senses and throw her out soon enough."

    Fine. Gayoung fought hard to suppress the rage boiling inside.

    If you maliciously twisted the facts, Se-jung’s words weren’t completely wrong. Fighting back would only damage her own peace of mind.

    Gayoung ignored the arguing women and walked over to the living room table, picking up the ashtray.

    Just seeing it, holding it—everything about it was disgusting. With a dizzy feeling, she carried it to the front door and dumped it into the trash.

    As she stepped back inside, Se-jung shot her a dirty look.

    "What the hell was that?"

    Gayoung answered with calm weight in her voice.

    "Smoking isn’t allowed indoors. If you intend to smoke, don’t come here."

    "What? Hey!"

    Se-jung stormed over, her face contorted with rage.

    "I’m already pissed I have to live under the same roof as Grandma because of you, and now you're telling me I can’t come here? Who do you think you are?! This first floor used to be my house!"

    "We’re all just guests in the Chairman’s home. No one owns this place. But I do have the right to occupy it. Right now, I’m living here."

    "You think you have the right to make that kind of decision?"

    "If I don’t, then I’ll ask the Chairman."

    "What?!"

    Se-jung’s flared nostrils huffed with fury.

    Even in the face of that rage, Gayoung didn’t flinch.

    "I’ll ask the Chairman if it’s acceptable for you to smoke inside the annex."

    "What a little bitch!!!"

    Se-jung raised her hand like she was going to strike Gayoung, but Madam Eom blocked her.

    "Miss, this isn’t right."

    "Let go. She said she’s going to tattle to Grandma!"

    Madam Eom gently but firmly guided Se-jung out the front door.

    "I’ll make sure she doesn’t say anything. The Chairman will never know."

    Given Madam Eom's size, it was easy for her to push Se-jung out. Even outside, she kept patting Se-jung’s back, trying to calm her down.

    "Ugh, she’s so annoying. I’m going insane."

    "Miss, your words were too harsh."

    "How am I supposed to accept her? My brother deserves better."

    "But they’re already married."

    "He was obviously out of his mind when he did it. Come on, Madam Eom, you have common sense. Does it make any sense for my brother to marry some orphan with no background?"

    "Yes, yes, alright. Calm down, we’ll talk about this later."

    Gayoung, still standing alone in the living room, overheard the conversation through the front door.

    Shin Hyunjae and Yoon Gayoung’s marriage? No, it didn’t make sense.

    So maybe it never really happened. Maybe that horrible sister-in-law wasn’t actually a sister-in-law at all.

    That’s how she tried to dismiss it.

    But the way Se-jung treated her—as just a surrogate womb—felt like it revealed the true nature of Gayoung’s role in this rich household. She couldn’t shake the humiliating feeling that maybe everyone saw her as a disposable item, good for producing one child and then being tossed aside.

    After that, Se-jung continued to drop by the annex three or four times a day—maybe more when Gayoung wasn’t looking.

    Perhaps out of fear of Gayoung tattling to the Chairman, she stopped smoking indoors. But the faint smell of smoke always lingered at the far end of the hallway, on the little terrace.

    Whenever they ran into each other, they simply passed by with cold silence.

     

    It was the sixth night of Hyunjae’s overseas business trip.

    Gayoung, having laid down on her bed, got up again and stepped outside the annex.

    She wanted fresh air—to blow away the gloom that had weighed her down for days.

    The sky was cloaked in dark clouds, as if she could reach out and touch them. When she took a deep breath, the damp air filled her lungs, tinged with the rich scent of roses.

    For the first time, she stepped into the thick cluster of rose bushes.

    They truly were the queens of flowers. Even a single bloom was breathtaking.

    She remembered begging her father for a rose plant as a child. She’d grown it in their semi-basement home, watering it every day and dreaming that its branches would grow endlessly and burst with blossoms.

    It had been a naive fantasy. Roses, she’d later learned, were among the most demanding flowers.

    They required immense amounts of light, water, fertilizer, pesticide, and careful tending before they would bloom. Her uncle, a professional gardener, once told her roses were the hardest flowers to grow.

    They were flowers that saw their boundless need as a right and proudly demanded worship from all.

    A bitter smile curled on Ga-young’s lips as she walked among them.

    The rose from her poor childhood had never bloomed—it had withered and blackened. But these roses, in the rich family’s garden, had bloomed in abundance, flaunting their regal beauty.

    Wealth had made all the difference.

    She suddenly became aware of her place. This moment, this dreamlike atmosphere in the garden, wasn’t hers to indulge in. As Se-jung had said, once she fulfilled her purpose, she would wake from the dream with some money in hand—and that would be it.

    "Don’t forget. It’s not mine."

    She whispered the vow to herself, her slow steps halting near the edge of the garden wall.

    Without realizing it, she’d wandered far from the annex. Just then, droplets began to fall from the sky.

    "A shower?"

    Gayoung ran to the nearest cypress tree to take shelter.

    She held out her palm, catching water as the rain quickly intensified, becoming too heavy to avoid even under the tree.

    "This won’t do. I should just go back."

    She chose the stone path leading from the front gate instead of the muddy trail. As she briskly walked toward the annex, the rain drenched her completely.

    Just when she reached the halfway point, the rain suddenly stopped falling on her head and shoulders. Instead, a gentle warmth surrounded her, pushing away the chill.

    She slowed her steps and looked beside her—Shin Hyunjae was there. A large umbrella in his hand shielded her from the downpour.

    Without glancing at her, he matched her pace. His presence was so natural, it felt like they had been walking under the same umbrella all along.

    She stared at him in a daze as a faint smile bloomed on his lips.

    "Have you been well?"

    
      

    

     

  

    
      

    

    It was a bright, sunny morning on the hill.

    Hyunjae had already gotten ready for work and headed to the main house. He had received a call from Kwon Sunjin, inviting him to have breakfast together before he even opened his eyes.

    If he wanted to praise the success of the business trip to the UK, he might’ve given him more time to recover from the jet lag.

    He was in a foul mood the entire walk to the main house. Just before leaving the annex, the sight of Gayeong’s quiet, lifeless room on the first floor had only added to his sense of disappointment.

    At the entrance, beyond the row of bowing staff, stood Chairman Kwon.

    “You’ve worked hard, Executive Director Shin.”

    “I only did what I was supposed to.”

    Chairman Kwon scanned his grandson’s all-suit outfit with a gentle smile.

    “Are you heading straight to work from here?”

    “Yes. There are matters to handle at the office this morning.”

    “You don’t have to rush through breakfast, do you?”

    “No, I have enough time for that.”

    After the polite exchange, Chairman Kwon turned first and walked toward the dining room. Hyunjae was about to follow when loud footsteps came thumping from the end of the hallway—Sejung came running.

    “Oppa!”

    She threw herself into his arms, but Hyunjae placed his hand on her forehead to stop her.

    Despite flailing her arms, she still couldn’t reach her brother. When her hug was blocked, Sejung scrunched up her face in protest.

    Hyunjae gave a firm command.

    “Go put on some clothes.”

    He was dumbfounded to see her in such a thin nightgown in front of the staff. It was disgraceful. At twenty-six years old, she should know better. As her older brother, he saw no reason not to be strict.

    Sejung glared at him resentfully and whined.

    “Oppa—, I got out of bed and ran out to see you. Can’t I even get a hug?”

    “I’ll hug you once you’re dressed.”

    “We haven’t seen each other in four months. Does it really matter what I’m wearing?”

    Two years ago, talentless Sejung had insisted on studying art in Italy after finishing college. It was better than her meddling in the family business, so he had allowed it.

    But once there, she quickly lost interest in painting and spent half the year idling in Korea under the pretense of being an international student.

    So there was no reason for this reunion to be particularly moving.

    “Don’t make me repeat myself. Go change.”

    Hyunjae had no patience for childish whining. Sejung stomped away, frustrated but silent.

    A little while later, Hyunjae sat down in the dining room for breakfast.

    “You’ve solved a big challenge. I heard you successfully acquired Goodstone Europe.”

    Chairman Kwon’s steady praise rang on endlessly across the table. He was referring to the results of Hyunjae’s recent business trip to the UK.

    Hyunjae responded occasionally with perfunctory answers as he ate.

    The refined taste of the Korean-style breakfast was quite satisfying, and he was enjoying the meal when Chairman Kwon changed the topic.

    “Why is Sejung taking so long?”

    All she had to do was get dressed. It seemed she was putting on a full display instead.

    If so, she’d probably show up near the end of the meal. She was sulking about his cold reaction, but a quick hug would fix that.

    Hyunjae brought up the question that had been on his mind since seeing Sejung.

    “Did Sejung say hello to Miss Gayoung?”

    “She was curious about her, so I heard she went straight to the annex as soon as she arrived in Seongbuk-dong.”

    “By herself?”

    “Yes. She was probably glad to have someone her age in the house. Once I heard they met, I didn’t interfere.”

    Knowing Sejung’s arrogant nature, it was hard to believe she’d be glad to meet a “young stepmother.” But Hyunjae let it slide. His thoughts were elsewhere.

    Through the glass wall that let morning light flood the dining room, he spotted Gayoung.

    She wore a loose beige dress with a rattan basket slung over her shoulder. It looked like she was heading to the garden behind the house.

    Hyunjae watched her quietly as he chewed.

    Gayoung stretched out her arms and took a deep breath of the morning air before gracefully crossing the lawn.

    At one point, she stopped to wave animatedly to a distant gardener trimming branches. Then she stood for a moment, watching the work being done.

    As she got closer to one of the janitors sweeping the stone path, she gave a deep bow and exchanged a few words with him.

    The breeze made her dress flutter along her curves. Her long hair swayed lightly with every step.

    “Speaking of Gayoung.”

    Chairman Kwon’s voice entered his ears. Hyunjae replied absentmindedly.

    “Yes.”

    “She’s quite the clever girl.”

    Clever, indeed.

    And beautiful. Incredibly beautiful.

    A hopeless romantic inside Hyunjae screamed. She looked beautiful when spaced out, when smiling faintly, even when frozen stiff not knowing what to do, and even soaked to the bone in the rain...

    He recalled her face tinged with shy pink when they reunited in the rain last night.

    He had only looked at her face then. He tried not to notice her wet clothes clinging to her body. He didn’t want to taint that reunion after a week apart with desire. That would’ve made him feel like a beast.

    Even while trying to behave like a gentleman, Gayoung had responded with nothing but curt, disinterested answers. Clutching her dripping skirt, her final words were cold.

    “You should sleep in the second-floor bedroom. Have a pleasant night.”

    A line you’d expect from a housekeeper, and then she’d fled to the bathroom at the end of the first-floor hallway.

    Was she even aware of him as a man?

    If so, that would be welcome. In his mind, the tense Gayoung from last night and the cheerful Gayoung from this morning danced happily together.

    “If the two of you had a child, it would probably be incredibly smart.”

    He had already made it clear that he wanted no interference in his marriage. It was rare for Hyunjae to speak harshly to Kwon Sunjin. So when he had, it was essentially a threat—he could walk away from the family estate at any time.

    Chairman Kwon, wisely keeping himself in check, was now letting his desires slip through again. Hyeonjae only responded with a faint smile.

    “Perhaps.”

    But his eyes remained fixed on Gayoung outside the glass.

    The sunlight wrapped around her like a halo, and it tickled a tender spot in his chest. That’s why the past week had felt so dull—he realized it clearly now.

     

    “Mrs. Eom, I brought back the chives.”

    Mrs. Eom had been busy cooking since early morning. She had forgotten to pick the chives, and Gayoung had insisted on doing it for her, hence the trip to the garden.

    But now, the chopping had stopped, and the sink was spotless. Mrs. Eom took the chives with a gloomy expression.

    “Thank you. But I’m afraid we don’t need them anymore.”

    “Why not?”

    “Executive Director Shin had his breakfast in the main house. With the Chairman.”

    “Oh, I see.”

    “Yes, and you said you didn’t like too many side dishes. Should I just stir-fry some beef?”

    The reason she had been so busy was to prepare a nutritious meal for Gayoung. Judging by how she had been handling the main ingredients, the notice must have come late.

    Maybe because she’d picked the chives herself—Gayoung felt oddly disappointed. She had thought sitting across from Hyunjae at breakfast would make her feel uncomfortable.

    “I’m not that hungry. If it’s not necessary, I’ll skip breakfast.”

    “Would you like to have brunch around eleven, then?”

    “That sounds good. Thank you.”

    Gayoung smiled kindly and headed back to her room.

    She sat cross-legged on the bed, flipped through a book, looked out the window through the wide-open curtains, let her gaze wander—and before she knew it, she was resting her chin on the windowsill.

    She noticed something strange. The atmosphere of the Seongbuk-dong estate changed depending on whether Hyunjae was there or not.

    The buildings, the land, the countless flowers and trees—none of them could change in a day. What had changed was the people.

    Mrs. Eom, who had been a bit reserved the past week, now seemed cheerful.

    The gardener, who arrived early, hadn’t stopped meticulously trimming the tall trees.

    The janitors’ sweeping was louder, as if they wanted to be heard, and the other staff were moving more busily around the estate than the day before.

    Gayoung didn’t know what else Hyunjae had done aside from having breakfast in the main house, but the estate felt more alive.

    It was as if he, not Chairman Kwon, were the true master of the house.

    “That’s ridiculous.”

    It wasn’t true. Just a foolish thought stirred by her growing awareness of Hyunjae.

    Brunch started a little after 11 a.m.

    “I made bibimbap using the chives you picked.”

    Chives, various seasoned greens, stir-fried beef, and a fried egg made for a hearty bowl.

    “Thank you. It looks delicious.”

    Eating with Mrs. Eom always made the food taste even better. Their time together was full of good food and warm conversation, all the way until the bibimbap bowl was scraped clean.

    But then, a loud voice from the front door broke the pleasant mood.

    “Mrs. Eom! Sejung is starving to death!”

    
      

    

     

  

    
      

    

    Madam Eom hurriedly stood up and hid her dishes. As she patted her chest to ease the lump of rice she had forced down, the voice outside the kitchen gradually grew louder. 

    “Ugh, I missed breakfast, and now lunch is at 1. The chef in the main house—seriously, his personality is the worst. Even when I said I was starving, he didn’t bat an eye. Said I had to eat with Grandma. I was so annoyed I thought I’d die. Madam Eom, you’re going to make me something to eat, right?” 

    The whining voice entered the kitchen. It was Sejung, glammed up like a party girl. 

    She spotted Gayoung and the food on the table, blinked, then immediately scowled. 

    “She’s eating late too, huh.” 

    Gayoung stood before she could finish the last spoonful of her bibimbap. 

    “I’m done. You can eat here.” 

    She left the annex in one stride. The best strategy was not to cross paths or exchange words with Sejung. 

    Outside, disconnected from the tension inside the house, a fragrant breeze was blowing. Green leaves swayed gently, dancing to a slow melody. 

    Gayoung traced a semicircle with her steps, slowly savoring this small moment of peace. 

    Before long, Madam Eom came out and called her. 

    “Madam, there you are.” 

    “Yes. Why did you come out?” 

    “Because I couldn’t stand to watch her eat… Oops.” 

    She quickly shut her mouth after carelessly opening it, making Gayoung chuckle. Madam Eom relaxed her stiff expression and smiled as she held up a packet of seeds. 

    “The weather’s nice, so I thought I’d plant some lettuce seeds. Want to watch?” 

    “I’ll help.” 

    “No, ma’am. You just watch.” 

    “Nope. Count me in.” 

    Near the annex was a seedling tray used for growing young plants. 

    Gayoung eagerly helped fill the tray with soil and plant the seeds. The vegetables grown organically in the garden tasted so fresh on the dinner table that the work felt enjoyable. 

    While Madam Eom stepped away to fetch the watering can, Gayoung remained focused on her task. 

    But then, once again, the unwelcome Sejung appeared. 

    If only she’d walk past. But of course, she had to saunter over with her usual swagger. Gayoung didn’t turn around, just stayed alert—until the expected jab came. 

    “The breeder is sowing seeds, huh.” 

    She knew how people like Sejung operated. 

    If you lowered yourself, they became more vicious. If you stayed quiet, they would crush you completely. That was the cruelty of the wicked who thrived on dominance. 

    Gayoung slowly stood up from her crouch. Towering over the shorter Sejung, she looked down with regal disdain and spoke. 

    “Guess you didn’t get fed. Barking like that because you're hungry.” 

    Sejung blinked rapidly, her mouth gaping. She stammered incoherently, then finally burst out in a shriek. 

    “Did you just call me a dog?!” 

    Well, she was barking. Gayoung smirked with just one corner of her lips. 

    Sejung’s eyes darted around, then locked on the leftover soil beside the seed tray—a mound of nutrient-rich dirt mixed with natural fertilizer. 

    “You filthy little—how dare you!” 

    She scooped up two handfuls of soil and hurled it at Gayoung’s face. Once, twice—and still not satisfied, she shouted profanities and threw it a third time. 

    Gayoung didn’t flinch. Even though she looked ridiculous covered in black, smelly dirt, she kept her composure unlike Sejung, who had lost hers. 

    With ice-cold calm, Gayoung said, 

    “Considering how much you enjoy dirt, you really must be a puppy.” 

    “You bitch!!!” 

    Sejung lunged and grabbed a fistful of Gayoung’s hair. 

    “Say one more word! A dog?! Me?!” 

    “Let go! I said LET GO!” 

    Gayoung desperately tried to pry off Sejung’s hand. But it wasn’t easy—the little brat had quite the grip. 

    Her back bent, her body swayed. Her hair tie came loose, and her hair went wild. Screams and curses filled the air without a moment’s pause. 

    “I told you to let go!” 

    Gayoung almost grabbed Sejung’s hair in retaliation but held back. She didn’t want to stoop to Sejung’s level. Instead, she pried off the offending hand and shoved her hard. 

    Sejung stumbled and landed on her butt with a loud thud in the dirt. 

    “Ah! What kind of crazy bitch—” 

    “What’s going on here?” 

    The atmosphere shifted in an instant. 

    It was a calm voice, but with such weight it overpowered the women’s shrieking. 

    The heat and frenzy in the air froze immediately. 

    Only a few steps away stood Hyunjae, who had clearly witnessed the fight. Gayoung froze where she stood. 

    He looked back and forth between the two women, visibly disgusted. 

    More than the fight itself, the fact that he had witnessed it was far more shocking. Her fingertips felt like they’d been dipped in ice, but her heart burned as if on fire. 

    A brief silence fell in the aftermath of their shock. 

    Then Sejung burst into tears and ran to Hyunjae. 

    “Oppa, she’s crazy. She grabbed my hair and pushed me—” 

    “Shut up. You reek of smoke.” 

    Her tattling was immediately shut down by Hyunjae’s curt reply. 

    Frozen mid-run, Sejung stood stiff as Hyunjae issued a firm command. 

    “Go to the main house.” 

    Sniffling, she wiped her tears. For all her arrogance, she clearly didn’t dare disobey her brother. She scurried off toward the main house. 

    Sensing Hyunjae approach, Gayoung quickly turned her back. 

    She could tell without a mirror what a mess she was. Dirt in her mouth, face covered in mud, hair wild, clothes stained with soil. 

    The fact that he had seen her like this was mortifying. 

    Getting caught in a dogfight with her sister-in-law was more humiliating than being called a “breeder.” 

    She hurried back to the annex, almost running. She couldn’t bear for him to see her tears too. 

     

    The reflection in the bathroom mirror was exactly what she had feared. 

    She looked like a child who had fought in a dirt pile and gotten scolded by an adult. 

    Tears rolled down her cheeks as she brushed off the dirt. The fertilizer-rich soil left black smudges even where it had been wiped away. She cleaned up what she could and dumped it in the trash before turning on the shower. 

    The dirt washed away under the warm water, but the despair in her heart remained. 

    Yoon Gayoung was nothing more than a fake bride—someone Hyunjae used as a shield against a political marriage. She had agreed to play this role because of a huge favor she owed him, so she was supposed to quietly stay out of the way. 

    “Hmph… So much pride, with nothing to back it up.” 

    When you’re paid that much money, you endure. No matter what happens, you act with grace. She should have endured Sejung’s insults, should have taken the kicks without reacting. 

    How long had it even been since she moved into this house, and already she was causing problems. 

    She wondered how Hyunjae would see her now. 

    He was probably regretting choosing her as his contract wife. He’d be thinking she was some presumptuous woman who didn’t know her place and was already considering ending the contract. 

    “Ugh…” 

    Under the water, she covered her face with both hands. 

    Her hands still smelled like manure from the soil. Gritting her teeth to hold back tears, she lathered her entire body in body wash. She scrubbed herself twice until the stench finally faded. 

    By the time she changed into clean clothes and dried her hair, there was a knock at the door. 

    “Ma’am, it’s Madam Eom.” 

    “…Yes?” 

    “He wants to see you upstairs. The Executive Director.” 

    It was exactly what she expected. A reprimand, a warning—or maybe even a termination of their agreement. 

    “Understood.” 

    She brushed her hair neatly and steeled herself. 

    It wasn’t a long walk to the second floor, but it felt like a marathon. At the top of the stairs, she spotted Hyunjae standing by the window, backlit by the sun. 

    Even silhouetted, he looked as refined as ever. 

    He was the kind of man who would never grab someone’s hair or shout obscenities. He was used to being respected and obeyed. 

    He would never fully understand the life of someone who had to fight just to survive. 

    His cold, aristocratic gaze landed on her. To someone like her, that look brought only shame. 

    Lowering her eyes, Gayeong stepped into the shadow of his figure. She stood before him with a slight bow of her head. 

    She had no intention of making excuses. Whatever judgment he passed, she would accept it loyally. 

    Even though she was in his shadow, her face still burned. Not because of the sunlight—but because of the weight in his gaze. 

    At last, Hyunjae spoke. 

    “Shall I send her away?” 

  

    
      

    

    Gayoung couldn’t quite read between the lines. 

    No way... Was he saying Sejung would be sent away? No, that couldn’t be it. He must be telling me to leave this house. Sticking to what seemed the most reasonable interpretation, Gayoung continued her repentant posture. 

    “I’ll follow your wishes, sir. I’ll pack my things right away.” 

    “Why would you leave this house, Ms. Yoon?” 

    “…Pardon?” 

    Gayoung raised her head in surprise. 

    Hyunjae’s eyes calmly captured her face, bathed in direct sunlight. His voice, flowing gently with a soft gaze, maintained a composed tone. 

    “Who’s the one who threw a disgraceful tantrum? It’s Shin Sejung who needs to go.” 

    She couldn't believe her ears. Tantrum? Did Shin Hyunjae really use that word? With that refined face? In such a calm tone? 

    He had appointed himself the judge of a messy family brawl, and his verdict was unexpectedly cold toward his younger sister. 

    Still bewildered, Gayoung spoke up. 

    “Isn’t Ms. Shin Sejung your sister?” 

    “Yes. And you, Ms. Yoon Gayoung, are my wife.” 

    “……” 

    “Whose side do you think I should be on?” 

    It was a question too daunting to answer. 

    Hyunjae crossed his arms and looked off to the side as he muttered to himself. 

    “Obviously, I should be on my wife’s side.” 

    A clear conclusion. If she were truly his wife, she might have been overjoyed. But Gayoung felt too undeserving to bask in any sense of victory. 

    “Still, to go that far for me… with your sister…” 

    “It’s not because of you, Ms. Yoon. It’s because of Shin Sejung. She crossed the line—ran her mouth and even grabbed her elder’s hair. Complete insubordination.” 

    He must’ve overheard her calling Gayoung a broodmare too. 

    Gayoung felt a sense of relief, as though Hyunjae understood her pain. She was grateful, but separate from that was the guilt gnawing at her for causing a rift in the household. 

    “I’m sorry.” 

    To her bowed apology, Hyunjae replied as if it were absurd. 

    “For what?” 

    “For creating unnecessary trouble. I should’ve kept quiet and just let it go…” 

    “Do that from now on.” 

    Gayoung’s mouth hung open in shock again. 

    As one of the central players in this ugly mess, she had at least expected a reprimand. But this felt like he was encouraging her instead. 

    Seeing her flustered expression, Hyunjae let out a soft chuckle. 

    “If you had just stupidly endured it, that’s what would’ve made me angry. If anyone ever disrespects you, insults you, or harms you, don’t hold back. Step on them if you must.” 

    He unfolded his arms and looked at her with a slantwise gaze. 

    “That’s what my wife should do.” 

    His tone was gentle, as if comforting her troubles. 

    “I’ll handle the aftermath.” 

    Gayoung didn’t know what to do with herself. 

    That warm gaze, those words telling her to fight back, and the repeated mention of “my wife”—it all felt somehow… wrong. 

    She couldn’t believe this flawless man was so firmly taking her side. 

     

    That very day, Sejung was kicked out of the Seongbuk-dong mansion. 

    Dragged along reluctantly by Madam Eom,  Gayoung ended up witnessing the scene from the first-floor terrace. Sejung, surrounded by staff, getting into a car out front. 

    Hyunjae had briefly gone to the chairman’s office, and afterward, Kwon Sunjin had given instructions to the staff, Madam Eom explained. 

    “She’s being sent back to Florence right away. She’s studying at an art school there.” 

    Soon, the car carrying Sejung disappeared beyond the main gate. 

    Turning away, Gayoung leaned against one of the arched pillars of the terrace. She should’ve felt relieved, like a rotten tooth had finally been pulled, but instead she felt uneasy. 

    Madam Eom, who had been secretly thrilled, looked at her with concern. 

    “Madam, are you feeling unwell?” 

    “It’s not that…” 

    Gayoung let out a long sigh. 

    “It just feels like I drove a wedge between siblings. If I weren’t here, they wouldn’t have clashed in the first place.” 

    Madam Eom tilted her head with a puzzled expression and muttered, “That’s not true.” But Gayoung, lost in her thoughts, stared into space, blaming herself. 

    After a moment of silence, Madam Eom cautiously spoke again. 

    “I thought you knew. But it seems you didn’t.” 

    “Knew what?” 

    “About the vice president and Miss Sejung. They’re half-siblings, but from different fathers.” 

    “…What?” 

    That was news to her. When Gayoung showed her confusion, Madam Eom explained further. 

    “The vice president’s mother married three times. He was born from her first marriage, and Miss Sejung from the second.” 

    “Then… right now, the vice president’s mother is…” 

    “She cut ties with the chairman after her third marriage. She married an unknown foreign painter—an American, I believe. Moved to the U.S. with him. Last I heard, she lives in LA.” 

    So that’s why she never got to meet her mother-in-law. A fact Gayoung was just now learning. 

    It also explained some of the mystery behind the contract marriage. Having been abandoned by his mother and raised by his grandmother, Hyunjae probably didn’t want to sever ties with the man who raised him—Chairman Kwon Sunjin. 

    Using a fake bride was his way of honoring his resolve not to enter an arranged marriage, without fully breaking off with the chairman. 

    And this shattered the misconception that Hyunjae had led a perfectly privileged life. For the first time, Gayoung saw him as a person who’d endured hardship and carried scars, just like anyone else. 

    “So… they didn’t get along even before this?” 

    “Not exactly. Miss Sejung really adored the vice president. She was always an affectionate little sister, would brag about him outside, and depended on him whenever there was trouble. But once she became an adult, he stopped indulging her.” 

    “……” 

    “There was even a time when she mistreated the staff, and he locked her in her room for a day and ordered she not be fed. After that, she stopped speaking rudely to the employees altogether.” 

    “……” 

    “This time too, I think he’s trying to guide her onto the right path—as an older brother. I don’t think Madam has anything to feel guilty about.” 

    Thanks to Madam Eom’s explanation, Gayoung felt a little lighter. 

     

    The world was still cloaked in the dim hues of dawn. 

    Stretching as she looked out into the garden, gray like an old photograph, Gayoung fell deep into thought. 

    Her cohabitation with Hyunjae was finally beginning—but what exactly was she supposed to do? 

    Help him get ready for work? With what? Breakfast? That was Madam Eom’s duty. Help him with his tie? She didn’t even know how. 

    Doing nothing seemed safest. But then again, she felt like a useless wife, considering the hefty price she came with. 

    She decided to at least tidy the bed. 

    Their upstairs-downstairs, separate bedroom setup had to be kept secret from the chairman. The routine was to stay in the second-floor lounge and go down to the first-floor kitchen around mealtimes to appear like a regular couple. 

    She smoothed out the bedding, making it look untouched. Just as she straightened her back, Gayoung flinched. 

    It wasn’t even 6 a.m., but Madam Eom was already approaching the annex. 

    She’d said she’d come around 7 to prepare Hyunjae’s breakfast. That’s why Gayoung had woken up even earlier. 

    She rushed out and climbed to the second-floor landing in a flash. Ears perked, she heard the front door open. 

    Madam Um was supposed to head to the kitchen. But her footsteps came straight toward the base of the stairs—dangerously close. 

    Gayoung’s heart sank, and she rose to her tiptoes. 

    No time to think. The only thing on her mind was keeping up the illusion of newlywed life. 

    Driven by sheer panic, she darted into Hyunjae’s bedroom. Pressing against the door she’d just closed carefully behind her, she exhaled in relief. 

    But the next moment, her breath caught. 

    It was true—Hyunjae had said he didn’t sleep in anything. 

    His skin—somewhere between pale and bronzed—was clean and bare. His masculine form, all straight lines and firm curves, lay mostly uncovered. 

    Only two things cloaked him: the soft light of dawn, and a sheet pulled just high enough to cover him from lower abdomen to mid-thigh. 

    She shouldn’t be staring—but her eyes wouldn’t look away. 

    It wasn’t like the first time they’d met a year ago—when she’d been stunned. This was different. Like being drawn to a powerful piece of art. Or maybe it was just raw, visual arousal. 

    Her gaze slowly wandered over his contours, appreciating the play of shadows and shapes. 

    When it settled for a beat too long on a certain conical rise under the sheet, the realization of what she was looking at hit her. Her ears burned. 

    Then came a voice from outside the door. 

    “Vice President, are you still asleep?” 

    Hyunjae’s eyelids fluttered open slowly. 

    Even through her shock, Gayoung noticed—his eyes were impossibly clear for someone just waking up. 

    He wasn’t even slightly flustered by the unexpected woman in his room. Instead, his eyes practically mocked her wide-eyed panic. 

    Again came the voice from outside: “Vice President?” 

    Still holding her gaze, Hyunjae answered. 

    “Yes, Madam Um. I’ve just woken up, thanks to you.” 

    “My apologies. Is Madam—” 

    “She’s here with me.” 

    Madam Um wasn’t the type to be so intrusive. Gayoung didn’t know why she was acting this way now, but she instinctively sensed that they couldn’t afford to raise suspicion. Stammering, she added her voice: 

    “I-I’m up too…” 

    
      

    

     

  
    

    
      

    

    "I'm sorry. I’ll go prepare breakfast," Madam Eom said, then her voice cut off completely. 

    Now it was Gayoung’s turn to burst into the bedroom without permission and apologize. She meant to do just that, but as Hyunjae rose from the bed, she gasped and instinctively covered her eyes with both hands. 

    With her palms pressed tightly over her eyes, nose, and mouth, she couldn't see anything—nor speak. All she could sense was the movement of Hyunjae leaving the bed and heading toward the hallway leading to the bathroom. 

    “You already saw everything. Isn’t it a bit late to act shy?” he said. 

    She hadn’t seen everything. But even if she wanted to argue, her mouth was too squished under her palms to open. 

    A scoffed remark, laced with amusement, followed. 

    “I had underwear on.” 

    Then technically, she had seen everything. That easy rationalization made Gayoung drop her hands. She glanced sideways—and immediately gasped and covered her eyes again. 

    He wasn’t wearing anything! 

    After the sound of the bathroom door shutting, her hands dropped straight to her chest. 

    Her heart was pounding like crazy. The impact was worse because the man who’d just lied with a straight face had disappeared into the bathroom as if nothing happened. 

    She’d seen it all. First the front back then—and now, the back as well. 

    Does having a body like that make you want to show it off?
 Is he that confident?
 Well, I guess it’s understandable, but still. Isn’t that a bit much? 

    She tried to calm herself down by mentally scolding Hyun-jae—words she could never say out loud. 

    Closing her eyes only triggered bizarre images. Like the stream of water from the shower cascading along certain contours—something you’d see in an adult film. 

    She shook her head violently to rid herself of the vision and took deep breaths, again and again. 

    Ten minutes later, Hyunjae emerged from the bathroom. Even though he was likely wearing a bathrobe, Gayoung whipped around and pressed her forehead against the door. 

    When he reappeared from the dressing room, she had managed to calm herself a bit. 

    “I’m dressed now. You can look.” 

    The voice behind her made her slowly turn around. Hyunjae stood about a meter away, dressed in a dress shirt and slacks, holding a tie and jacket in his hands. 

    “Do you have no immunity to these things? It’s not like this is your first time seeing me.” 

    He took a step closer. 

    Reflexively, Gayoung backed up until her back hit the door. Her gaze, embarrassingly enough, landed right on his waistband. 

    It was an instinctive reaction—like bracing herself against a pointed cone. Though there was nothing bulging there right now. 

    One corner of Hyunjae’s mouth curled upward into a mocking smile. 

    “Your eyes are bold. Your imagination is dirty.” 

    Gayoung flinched, as if he’d just threatened to harass her. Hyunjae tilted his head and spoke seriously. 

    “Did I barge into your bedroom?” 

    “……” 

    “Did I leer at your naked body?” 

    “……” 

    “Did I try to undress you?” 

    “……” 

    “I’m the one who was caught off guard. Don’t you think I should be the one feeling wronged?” 

    “……” 

    Gayoung felt suffocated by the freshly-showered man’s clean face and the pheromones exuding from his aftershave. Her breath was short, and her ears felt like they were on fire. 

    He wasn’t wrong—but saying she was the only one at fault didn’t sit well either. She mustered up a weak protest. 

    “I-I admit I made a mistake… but you also mocked me, Director.” 

    “I did?” 

    “You… lied.” 

    Hyunjae tilted his head in mock confusion, then chuckled. 

    “Didn’t think you’d actually look.” 

    Oh no. She shouldn’t have said anything. The one filled with shame wasn’t the fully exposed Hyunjae—it was her. Her forehead turned crimson with embarrassment. 

    Hyunjae narrowed his eyes, amused. 

    “So… you didn’t like my butt?” 

    “It’s not that…” 

    The words slipped out before she could stop them. She immediately bit her tongue. Why was her mouth so reckless today? 

    With her eyes tightly shut, a featherlight chuckle fell above her head. It was the kind of laugh that, if the situation weren’t so awkward, would’ve made even the listener’s heart flutter. 

    “Alright. Let’s just say we both got the short end of the stick.” 

    It was a neat conclusion, but Gayoung couldn’t shake the feeling that her flustered reaction had made her easy prey. 

    Hyunjae, dropping the subject, changed the topic. 

    “Last night, you left the lights on in your room late, didn’t you?” 

    “…Yes.” 

    “And didn’t draw the blackout curtains?” 

    “…No.” 

    Realization hit Gayoung like a bolt of lightning. 

    That rude visit at dawn wasn’t Madam Um’s idea. It had clearly been an order from Chairman Kwon Sun-jin, who must’ve seen the lights still on from his study downstairs past midnight. 

    As Gayoung’s face registered the weight of this new understanding, Hyunjae spoke sternly. 

    “You should draw the blackout curtains at night. Don’t forget the Chairman is always watching our newlywed house.” 

    “I’m sorry.” 

    Her head dropped in guilt and remorse. 

    “No need to be that sorry.” 

    Then, a sudden touch—Hyunjae’s hand rose to ruffle her hair like he was patting a puppy. 

    “Stay here and rest a bit longer.” 

    Her heart beat strangely again. 

    His hand was so large, it completely covered her small head. Just that simple gesture—messing up her hair—left her feeling like she’d just been toyed with by the paw of a dominant predator. 

    It was a strange talent—to awaken someone’s nerve endings with a touch so casual. 

    Even after he left her alone in the bedroom, the unrest in her heart wouldn’t subside. 

     

    That day, Madam Eom gave Gayoung a formal apology. 

    “I’m sorry for interrupting your private time together.” 

    She also explained the reason behind the dawn knock on their door: it was indeed due to Kwon Sun-jin’s impatience to see a grandchild. 

    Hyunjae had handled the rudeness tactfully—not by confronting the Chairman, but by setting new rules. 

    “From now on, no one is allowed to enter the annex from 8 p.m. to 8 a.m.” 

    He’d used the excuse of being newlyweds. Madam Eom conveyed this to the Chairman, who reluctantly agreed. 

    Then, the Chairman gave Gayoung two “gifts.” 

    One was herbal medicine. 

    A traditional doctor came all the way to the annex to check her pulse and prescribe it. 

    Though it was presented as a tonic for her health, Gayoung suspected it was meant to stimulate ovulation—more of an obligation toward pregnancy than a thoughtful gift. 

    Still, she accepted the medicine without protest. Taking the tonic wouldn’t magically cause pregnancy, and she wanted to avoid unnecessary conflict. 

    The other gift was a black card. 

    It came with the Chairman’s message: she was free to shop and use the cash advance service as she wished. 

    “One black card, two black cards.” 

    She laid both cards side by side on the table. One had been given to her earlier by Hyunjae. 

    Cards she’d never even dreamt of holding in her lifetime—top-tier premium cards, their golden shine dazzling even at a glance. 

    Resting her chin on her hand, Gayoung stared at them. She probably wouldn’t use them often, but for now, she enjoyed the brief illusion of being wealthy. 

    Living with Hyunjae didn’t feel like newlywed life at all. 

    When she came up to the second floor in the morning, he was already gone for work. In the evening, he usually returned just before or after midnight. He had far more work than most people. 

    When she greeted him at the door, Hyunjae always maintained a polite distance and demeanor. 

    “Was your day okay?” 

    Each time, all Gayoung could say in return was a quiet “Yes.” 

    She didn’t want to be like that—but every time she saw him, she tensed up. 

    That towering height she had to look up to meet his gaze, the commanding presence even in his gentle expression, the deep, woodsy scent he carried—all of it made Hyunjae overwhelmingly male to her. 

    Not just in the biological sense of XY chromosomes or being part of half the human population. 

    Just seeing him made her breathless. 

    Just feeling his gaze made her feverish. 

    Just a casual touch could make the air inside her belly shimmer and warm her heart. 

    Not wanting him to see her flustered, she’d excuse herself to her room right after greeting him. Their encounters totaled only about five minutes a day, but even that left her drained with a strange fatigue deep into the night. 

     

    A quiet week passed. 

    One early morning, after tidying the bedding, Gayoung went up to the second floor and stood by the window. She watched Madam Eom approaching the annex right at eight and lingered for a few more moments. 

    That should be enough, she thought, turning to head downstairs—just as Hyunjae’s bedroom door opened. 

    Startled, she turned her head, locking eyes with Hyun-jae. Having only seen him depart at dawn, she wasn’t expecting this. 

    “Did you sleep well?” he asked kindly. 

    Gayoung quickly composed herself and lowered her head. 

    “Yes. I thought you had already left for work.” 

    “I can head out a bit later today.” 

    “Oh, I see. Did you sleep comfortably?” 

    “More or less.” 

    As they exchanged words, the distance between them gradually shrank. 

    Hyunjae was already dressed for work, wearing a suit and holding his jacket. As the crisp, fresh scent surrounding him grew stronger, Gayoung’s shoulders drew inward. 

    Unaware of her tension, Hyunjae stood right in front of her. His lips curved into a smooth smile. 

    “Let’s eat together.” 

    “…?” 

    “I’ve finally said it.” 
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