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    Venice, the city of water, is located in northeastern Italy's Veneto region and comprises 118 small islands.

    In St. Mark's Square, considered the heart of Venice, there's always Florian Café, bustling with tourists.

    True to its reputation as the first stop for Casanova after his successful escape from Prigioni Nuove prison, where he was incarcerated for public indecency, the café was packed with tourists from all over the world, both inside and out.

    Si-heon sat at a table by the dilapidated outer wall of Florian Café, leaning his back against it.

    Perhaps due to his long legs and broad shoulders, passing tourists occasionally turned to look at him.

    His solid physique, clearly visible beneath a classic dark gray jacket, and his strong neck first drew attention. Gazes naturally drifted to his dark eyebrows and distinct eyes, then down to his firm, red lips beneath a straight nose.

    Some people even slowed their steps, uttering exclamations of admiration at his skin, which glowed beautifully, imbued with the low, setting sun.

    Simply sitting in the café and drinking coffee continuously drew glances.

    Having experienced this often in Korea, Si-heon took a sip of his cappuccino, rich with cinnamon scent, and picked up his phone.

    "If there were even one competent person, do you think I'd have just stood by and watched their company get taken over by another?"

    "They all had rotten minds and complacent attitudes, which is why they let their company be acquired by another for such a paltry sum. Keeping such people around will just be more of the same. It's better to clear them all out now and hire new, capable employees."

    It was a video sent to him by his junior from university, Jang-woo.

    In the video, Si-heon is seen swirling an on-the-rocks glass filled with an amber liquid, talking on the phone with his father, Chairman Cha Hyun-seop, head of Cha-han Life Group.

    He had already watched it several times, but a small frown creased his perfectly straight brow, as if displeased.

    This video, secretly filmed by someone, was neatly edited and rapidly spread.

    [Cha-han Life Group Chairman's Son, Cha Si-heon. Appointed as Managing Director of Cha-han Media, expecting his first achievement, but instead embroiled in controversy over harsh remarks.]

    [Cha-han Media, taking its first steps into the OTT sector, will it falter like this?]

    [Mass layoffs after Danbi Media acquisition. The real reason turns out to be 'incompetent employees'.]

    Si-heon, who had intended to enter the OTT business by acquiring Danbi Media, was embroiled in a controversy over his harsh remarks and ultimately found himself on the verge of having to step down from his managing director position.

    "Go anywhere and clear your head for a while. Then, starting next week, report to work as the representative of H Telecom Customer Service. Once things calm down, I'll call you back to Cha-han Media."

    At his father's command-like words, Si-heon immediately headed to Venice.

    'Demoted for refusing to issue a public apology demanded by the laid-off employees...'

    He believed this assignment, which felt like a demotion, was clearly a ploy by his mother, Ms. Kang Yoo-kyung.

    Since childhood, Si-heon had never once apologized to anyone.

    Yoo-kyung had always been displeased by that fact.

    He had grown up on his grandfather's lap, the first chairman of Cha-han Group, and she always mistrusted him, saying he didn't know how to apologize. Then, this incident occurred.

    The anger of the employees, who claimed unfair dismissal, did not easily subside and they demanded a public apology from Si-heon.

    Si-heon adamantly refused, stating he couldn't comprehend it. No matter how he thought about it, what he had said wasn't wrong.

    They were incompetent and ultimately lost the company.

    Their scheme of twisting his words into "harsh remarks" and "abusive power" to manipulate public opinion was also despicable.

    Due to Si-heon's unyielding refusal to apologize, Chairman Cha ultimately agreed to pay appropriate compensation. Along with that, he decided to appease the enraged employees by having Si-heon step down from his managing director position.

    The fact that he had to step down from his managing director position simply for not agreeing to a public apology infuriated him, but his mother, Kang Yoo-kyung, brought up an even more absurd proposal.

    It was to place him in the position of representative for H Telecom Customer Service, a subsidiary of H Telecom, which Yoo-kyung managed.

    Si-heon closed his eyes tightly and let out a low sigh.

    The distant ringing of the bell tower at St. Mark's Basilica echoed in his ears. The mysterious sound, both solemn and clear, seemed to calmly organize his thoughts.

    A rather chilly breeze, following the increasingly slanted shadow of the setting sun, brushed through his black hair.

    After organizing his thoughts while listening to the bells, he slowly stood up.

    Worrying and fretting wouldn't change anything.

    He decided to change his mindset since he had no intention of complying with their demands anyway.

    Let's enjoy this.

    Let's see who wins in the end.

    He lightly clenched and unclenched his teeth, taking a deep breath.

    Thinking he should head back to the hotel for some wine before the sun set further, he started walking.

    It was already 4:30 PM in Venice in November, after daylight saving time had ended, but the sun was slowly setting.

    So-yi slowly made her way to the Rialto Bridge to enjoy the sunset from there.

    Stone shops and stalls lined both sides of the Rialto Bridge, connected by elegant arched porticos.

    A narrow path outside the stalls on both sides offered a panoramic view of the Grand Canal, which cuts through Venice.

    So-yi found a spot at the very center of the bridge, outside the stalls, along the marble railing. She stood among the tourists lining the railing, fully taking in the scenery of Venice.

    Venice, the final destination of her Italian trip, encompassed the grandeur of Rome, the tranquility of Pisa, and the elegance of Florence.

    "As expected, it was good to come after all."

    She let out a low sigh, muttering to herself.

    Her boyfriend, who was supposed to come with her, had unapologetically turned his back on her ten days before the trip, saying he had fallen for another woman.

    'She's petite and cute, but she utterly lacks sex appeal. She needs to flirt a bit first and have that quality of clinging to you.'

    On her way back after their final goodbye, she suddenly remembered the tie clip she had bought for his birthday.

    Still, intending to give him the gift before leaving, she immediately followed Young-hyun, only to overhear his voice as he talked on the phone with someone.

    'I just broke up with her. She didn't even change her expression, just nodded, when I told her I liked another woman. How could I have found dating her enjoyable?'

    He was standing by the elevator, on the phone with someone, on his way to the underground parking lot after confirming So-yi had exited the ground-floor cafe.

    She couldn't refute it. She couldn't even challenge what he was saying.

    It was a reason for a breakup she had heard several times before.

    'I'm tired because it feels like I'm the only one who likes you and is desperate.'

    'Let's break up. Dating you isn't fun anymore.'

    The men she had dated a few times after becoming an adult had all broken up with her, saying they were tired because So-yi showed no reaction.

    It was the same this time. Their relationship was clearly nearing its end.

    Conversations dwindled, and excuses about being busy increased.

    His cold gaze and indifferent voice had long foretold the breakup.

    Perhaps that was why.

    She was quite calm when he said he liked another woman.

    Rather, at that moment, when their one-year relationship finally seemed to be ending, another concern overshadowed her sadness.

    'What should I do about the Italy trip we were supposed to take together...?'

    After Young-hyun disappeared into the elevator, So-yi threw the tie clip she was holding into the trash can.

    Even at that moment, So-yi's mind was preoccupied with whether or not to go on the trip.

    After a brief deliberation, So-yi chose to go alone, using the cancellation fee as an excuse.

    Fortunately, the trip was quite satisfying.

    The weather was just right, and her mood was perfect. She wasn't as sad or as tired as she expected; she felt light.

    'She's petite and cute, but she utterly lacks sex appeal. She needs to flirt a bit first and have that quality of clinging to you.'

    However, Young-hyun's words during his phone call kept echoing in her mind throughout the trip.

    'Sex appeal... What the hell is that...'

    His voice from that day resurfaced, casting a dark shadow over her previously clear mood.

    So-yi quickly shook her head and let out a deep sigh.

    'Shake it all off. That's why I came on this trip alone.'

    She quickly emptied her cluttered mind and turned her gaze back to the sunset.

    The unfamiliar air and unfamiliar scenery pushed away her distracting thoughts faster than she expected.

    Is this why people travel when they're stressed and depressed?

    So-yi leaned on the railing, looking at the canal, and let out a wry smile.

    "The sun's already setting... It's beautiful."

    So-yi murmured, watching the sun slowly dip, turning the sky dark with twilight.

    The Venetian sunset unfolding before her eyes completely erased the lingering discomfort of her breakup with Young-hyun.

    A crimson sunset burned over the canal, which shimmered beautifully as if sprinkled with golden dust.

    As gondolas and water taxis ceaselessly passed under the bridge, with the serene sunset in the background, people standing on the bridge waved without exception.

    Gondoliers, rowing while singing canzones in their beautiful voices, smiled brightly whenever their eyes met hers.

    It was a romantic scene, like something out of a movie.

    After standing for a long time watching the sunset, as the evening glow slowly faded to darkness, shops on both sides of the canal began to light up one by one.

    "Wow..."

    A gasp escaped her lips.

    The lights of Venice, appearing one by one on the darkening water, were overwhelmingly beautiful, almost too much to take in.

    She was stepping onto the railing to get a better look, slowly turning around, when it happened.

    "Well, no matter how much I think about it, I don't think what I said was wrong."

    She turned her head at the voice of the man standing next to her.
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    'It's Si-heon.'

    So-yi's eyes unconsciously widened.

    The youngest grandson, whom the Cha-han Group chairman doted on terribly, and the youngest son of the Cha-han Life Group chairman.

    Recently, he'd become even more famous due to a video circulating with his harsh remarks. Since he was also the son of H Telecom's CEO, Kang Yoo-kyung, where So-yi worked, there had been quite a stir within the company.

    Female employees were even capturing screenshots of the video for their personal collections, saying they didn't know about the harsh remarks, but he was truly handsome.

    To think she was seeing him in person, this close.

    It felt like meeting a celebrity.

    "Why should I apologize when I did nothing wrong? I just fired them from the company because they were incompetent. I don't understand why that's something to apologize for."

    Just as she was thinking his distinct, clear features were perfectly sculpted, he continued his call in a dry voice.

    With a cold expression, he gazed at the distant sunset, then slowly raised his wrist to check his watch.

    "It must be past midnight in Korea now, Noona. Why don't you get a grip and go home quickly? I'll handle my own business."

    He wrinkled his brow slightly and hung up, clearly displeased with the call. As he indifferently turned, his gaze met So-yi's.

    So-yi hastily averted her head, like someone caught secretly peeking. Her face burned.

    'Wow, he's really handsome...'

    Her heart was shamelessly pounding.

    He put his phone into his inner jacket pocket, then shoved both hands into his pockets, casting an indifferent gaze toward the far end of the canal.

    So-yi stealthily turned her head again to steal a glance at him.

    In the dim evening light, his eyes shone black. Beneath his sharp jawline, the finely raised tendons of his neck stood out even in the faint darkness.

    No matter how much she looked, his face was impossible not to stare at.

    'I came alone, making myself miserable on a "breakup trip," and now I'm getting butterflies over a stranger?'

    So-yi barely managed to tear her gaze away from Si-heon, letting out a low, hollow laugh.

    She had only glanced at his face for a moment, but her heart simply wouldn't calm down.

    It was fortunate that the sun was setting.

    Since the dimness would hide her flushed earlobes and cheeks anyway, she swept her long, straight hair behind her neck with the rustling breeze and quietly closed her eyes.

    She calmly inhaled and exhaled the cool evening breeze brushing her cheeks, taking a deep breath.

    She decided to empty herself of all the fragments of her past relationship and only remember this fluttering sensation.

    May her next relationship be filled with this kind of excitement.

    By now, Si-heon had disappeared somewhere, but So-yi had to stay on the bridge for a long time to cool her flushed cheeks.

    The Gritti Palace Hotel is considered quite an expensive hotel in Venice.

    After breaking up with Young-hyun, So-yi canceled her hotel booking for Venice, the last leg of her Italian journey, and rebooked at the Gritti Palace Hotel.

    A standard room cost a whopping 1 million won per night, but she decided to think of it as a gift to herself.

    She couldn't give up the night view of the Santa Maria della Salute Church and the glistening waters of Venice, which could be enjoyed from the lounge bar on the hotel's top floor.

    That view, which she had stumbled upon in a photo, was an irresistible sight for So-yi, who always loved nightscapes.

    So-yi entered the hotel lobby with high expectations.

    It was indeed a hotel that preserved Venice's history, with antique interiors, dazzling lights, and elegant decorations.

    Truly, it was a luxurious hotel, incomparable to any others she had stayed at during her trip to Italy.

    On a grand, ornate table in the center of the welcome lounge, welcome cookies and bread were exquisitely arranged by type.

    A portrait of Andrea Gritti, a 16th-century Venetian leader, hung on the wall facing the lounge.

    So-yi, as if intoxicated by the never-before-experienced luxurious atmosphere, toured the hotel before immediately checking in and heading to her room.

    "Is it too revealing...?"

    After showering, So-yi stood in front of the mirror, wearing a black off-shoulder dress she had bought in Korea, contemplating for a long time.

    It was a dress she had daringly bought to lift her spirits.

    It was embarrassing enough that her shoulders and chest were so exposed, and why was it so short?

    The dress clung to her body without a gap, making her already slender waist even more prominent. She turned this way and that, then, as if making up her mind, she changed into the stiletto heels she had prepared and took a deep breath.

    "This is definitely sexy enough!"

    So-yi lightly reapplied purple lipstick to her full lips, then straightened her posture.

    She decided not to care about what Young-hyun had said anymore.

    Thinking it was just awkward because it was a style she didn't usually wear, she headed to the lounge with a confident stride.

    Si-heon entered his room, showered, and had a light room service meal.

    He put on a dark gray cardigan over a white cotton t-shirt and navy slacks, then left the room. He planned to have a quick glass of wine at the lounge bar.

    "Monfortino 13, per favore."

    He ordered a Montfortino 13 wine, which he often drank when in Venice, and sat at the bar.

    True to a wine made only in good grape years, he enjoyed the deep, well-ripened grape flavor that filled his mouth.

    It almost seemed to have a fresh scent, like biting into grapes with their skin on.

    While leaning back into the bar chair, savoring the rich, deep texture with no extraneous flavors, he saw the back of a woman approaching the terrace connected to the bar's exterior.

    Her long, straight hair, left loose, swayed and flowed over her shoulders in the gentle night breeze.

    The woman was small and slender, wearing a tight black dress that nicely accentuated her moderate curves.

    As she subtly turned her head to tidy her disheveled hair, he instantly recognized her as the woman he had encountered earlier at the Rialto Bridge.

    The woman who, with just a fleeting, indifferent glance from him after he finished his call with his sister, Cha Si-yeon, had blushed and seemed flustered.

    Her clear skin and round eyes had given her a rather innocent impression. As her thick, dark hair, seemingly Asian, fluttered in the breeze, he could see her earlobes, all the way up to her neck, blush brightly.

    It was only for a moment, but she had stood next to him, glancing at him, and then her cheeks had flushed.

    Her sparkling black eyes in the dim light were mesmerizing for a moment, then she slowly closed her eyes, embracing the evening breeze.

    The white moonlight seeped onto her slender fingers, gently grasping the bridge railing, making them glow transparently.

    'She looks different dressed like that.'

    Her aura was completely different from when she wore a round t-shirt, a windbreaker, and jeans.

    If her appearance at the Rialto Bridge was like a pure forget-me-not blooming in midsummer, her current appearance in the tight black dress was like a red tulip.

    She wasn't overly sensual yet possessed a captivating freshness that drew the eye.

    She seemed to be Korean.

    She looked to be in her mid-twenties.

    Did she know what it implied, coming to a lounge bar alone at this hour in such attire?

    Her long, straight hair, fluttering in the breeze, swept behind her shoulder, revealing her fair skin, which shone with an innocent glow.

    After gazing at the panoramic view from the terrace for a long time, the woman slowly turned and entered the bar area.

    As he slowly rotated his wine glass by pressing its base between his ring and middle fingers, keeping his eyes on her, their gazes met.

    The woman paused for a moment, seemingly recognizing him, then moved her stiff steps, beginning to approach where Si-heon was sitting.

    A moment ago, So-yi finally entered the lounge bar to enjoy the night view from the Gritti Palace Hotel.

    Next to the long bar, she saw a terrace leading outdoors. Driven by the desire to admire Venice's night view, she approached the terrace and leaned on the railing.

    Across the now somewhat quieter canal, the stately Santa Maria della Salute Church was directly visible, emitting a noble light.

    She unconsciously let out a soft gasp at the sight of the gentle moonlight reflecting on the sparkling, flowing canal.

    A feeling of enchantment, incomparable to what she had seen in pictures, completely filled her.

    She indulged in the scene before her for a long time, letting her hair dance in the night breeze brushing her shoulders.

    'Ah! Now I can return to Korea with no regrets!'

    Satisfied, So-yi looked down at the canal, then turned to enter the lounge, thinking she should have a cocktail before bed.

    Perhaps due to the cool weather, the door connecting to the terrace was wide open. So-yi, eager to see the night view, had not looked closely at the lounge's interior, so she slowly looked around as she stepped inside.

    The ceiling with its elaborate chandeliers and the dark gray marble walls fully showcased Venice's unique antique charm.

    Dark brown tables, almost cherry-colored, and red sofas were placed here and there, and elegant classical music flowed gracefully through the lounge.

    As she approached the bar, admiring the exotic atmosphere of the lounge with a contented expression, her eyes met Si-heon's, who was swirling his wine glass.

    'He was at the same hotel...?'

    Her heart pounded again.

    'Should I sit next to him?'

    So-yi hesitated for a moment, then gathered her courage. She wouldn't see him again after returning to Korea tomorrow anyway, so she wanted to see him up close one more time. She approached the seat next to him and sat down.

    "Martini, please."

    She ordered a cocktail from the bartender and then secretly glanced at Si-heon again. She didn't know when he had averted his gaze, but he was now focused on his phone, taking a small sip from his wine glass.

    'Still handsome, even on a second look.'

    As she thought this to herself and was about to look at him again, Si-heon spoke.

    "Do you have something to tell me?"
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    "Excuse me...?"

    So-yi's voice trembled slightly, as if surprised by his abrupt question.

    "You've been staring at me since a while ago. I thought you had something to tell me."

    He spoke in a calm voice, his gaze still fixed on his phone.

    "Because you're handsome."

    As if possessed, So-yi replied.

    Normally, she would never have uttered such words, but perhaps because she thought she'd never encounter him again, the words just spilled out.

    Si-heon finally took his eyes off his phone and turned his head toward So-yi.

    Her breath almost caught when she directly met his dark eyes.

    His coolly set eyes were dark and clear, like a cartoon character's eyes meticulously drawn with black lines.

    "You're beautiful too, you know."

    "That's not what I said to hear that, but thank you for the compliment."

    In contrast to her seemingly bold voice, sweat beaded on So-yi's fingertips, which rested lightly on the bar.

    Mesmerized by his sculpted profile, her soul was already half gone, and he even had perfect pronunciation and voice.

    "I almost misunderstood."

    "Misunderstanding?"

    "You were dressed so beautifully, sitting next to me, and kept looking at me. I thought you had another intention."

    Genuine, yet not. A peculiar smile played on his lips.

    "What if it wasn't a misunderstanding...?"

    She must have been possessed by something. By the time she came to her senses, the words had already left her mouth.

    Her heart was pounding madly. Even as she thought she must be crazy, she calmly curled up the corners of her lips. After all, she wouldn't see him again after today.

    "Are you sure about this?"

    Si-heon chuckled and asked.

    He had subtly implied, "Do you know what it means for a woman dressed like that to stare at men here?" Yet, she replied it wasn't a misunderstanding, her eyes fluttering.

    She even clenched her fists, as if making a grand decision; he wanted to tease her more.

    "I don't stop at just one night."

    Si-heon slowly leaned back into the bar chair.

    "I don't care."

    The woman replied with a remarkably calm voice, pretending to be nonchalant. Just as he was getting curious how far she would go, a man wearing a cap caught his eye behind her.

    'So he did follow me all the way here.'

    He had noticed someone following him since he arrived in Venice.

    Although it was uncomfortable that the lounge was accessible to anyone, not just hotel guests, he hadn't paid much attention, intending to just have some wine and leave. But then, an unpleasant gaze had persistently clung to him since earlier.

    Si-heon tapped the bar a few times with his index finger, then slowly raised the corner of his mouth obliquely before rising from his seat.

    "Let's go. I don't think there's any need to waste more time."

    Thump, So-yi's heart pounded fiercely. He actually accepted.

    She had blurted out something to keep the conversation going, but he seemed to have taken her seriously.

    'Crazy! I must be crazy!'

    Should she say it was a joke now?

    Should she tell him the truth, that she hadn't meant it?

    Her mind was reeling wildly, but her body moved on its own.

    She knew what it meant to follow him like this, yet she pretended ignorance and followed him.

    Her mouth was dry, and her heart was pounding.

    A one-night stand with Cha Si-heon of all people. Her vision blurred dizzily.

    They walked down a hallway carpeted in dark brown, then he stood before a grand suite with a gold-trimmed frame and tagged the room key on the door lock.

    Ding, the door opened with a sound.

    He skillfully inserted the key card into the key tag on the wall, then immediately turned to So-yi.

    Tilting his head slightly, his lips met So-yi's without hesitation.

    "J-Just a moment..."

    She thought she needed a little more time to prepare herself.

    First, shower, then turn off the lights, then lie on the bed...

    She had planned to proceed in order, so So-yi was caught completely off guard.

    "I prefer to get straight to the point."

    As if pushing forward, Si-heon, who had reached the living room with So-yi, tossed off his cardigan.

    "But still, to shower..."

    Her hot breath came in gasps as he roughly swallowed her lips again, just as she was about to say she wanted to shower.

    So-yi's entire body, taut with tension, was burning hot.

    He had only wanted to see how long she could pretend to be strong, but it immediately became obvious.

    She had confidently claimed it wasn't a misunderstanding, yet she was so flustered by just a kiss that he found it almost cute.

    "Ah!"

    He lifted So-yi into his arms, thinking it would take too long to push her back step by step to the bedroom.

    Si-heon had soon laid So-yi on the bed and was looking down at her, supporting himself with his arms.

    "I have one condition."

    "A condition?"

    "You said it wasn't a misunderstanding. So, you deliberately approached me?"

    She hadn't deliberately approached him, but she hadn't been unaware either, so So-yi couldn't answer.

    "Date me for just one month. A fake one."

    He said, still looking down at So-yi from above.

    What did he mean by dating for only a month, and what did he mean by a fake relationship?

    Lying beneath Si-heon, So-yi only blinked.

    "Even after returning to Korea..."

    Si-heon smiled ambiguously and slowly leaned closer.

    "Just pretend to be dating me for a month."

    His face drew closer, almost touching hers.

    His lazy whisper flowed softly into her ear.

    "If you accept my condition... I'll fall for your bait."

    Now, she had no intention of refusing a sweet night with him.

    So-yi's already flushed heart pounded violently again.

    "How about it?"

    Si-heon's lips were so close they almost touched So-yi's.

    "If you don't want to, I'll send you away now."

    Si-heon's dark eyes glimmered hotly, as if they would devour So-yi at any moment.

    "Okay."

    Her reason had already crumbled into dust. There was no time to consider the implications of his offer.

    Si-heon briefly smiled, seemingly satisfied with So-yi's answer.

    Sleek, So-yi's eyes closed as Si-heon's head once again overlapped So-yi's face.

    So-yi's fingertips, extended over his firm shoulders, tightened.

    She felt like she would lose her mind from the intense heat spreading to every corner of her body in an instant. Just one kiss kept making her head spin.

    "Breathe a little."

    Thankfully, he was the first to signal a moment to breathe. Her inhales and exhales were chaotically tangled, making her chest heave wildly, when he kissed her again.

    It was the true beginning. Several times she felt dizzy, thinking she would stop breathing like this, but fortunately, he pushed her just enough not to completely lose consciousness.

    His words about not stopping at just one time were true, as So-yi couldn't sleep through the long night. Even while showering, and after showering, she was held in his arms.

    Ultimately, the two finally fell into an exhausted sleep only when the faint dawn light seeped through the white curtains.

    
      Buzz.
    

    Si-heon awoke to the loud vibration. So-yi had already disappeared somewhere, and the room was filled with Venice's afternoon sunlight.

    "Hyung, who is this woman?"

    As soon as he answered the phone, Jang-woo's urgent voice spilled out.

    "What woman?"

    "I just sent a message, look."

    Si-heon took his phone away from his ear and checked the message.

    He had felt someone following him since last night at the lounge, and indeed, his premonition was correct.

    The article in the message Jang-woo sent showed a large picture of a woman in a black tube top dress unhesitatingly following him into his hotel room.

    "My girlfriend."

    Si-heon replied dryly, and Jang-woo's voice roared, as if tearing through the receiver.

    "What?! What did you say?!"

    "Anyway, what about the person I asked you to investigate?"

    Si-heon got up and walked into the living room, asking.

    "Ah! I contacted the bar, and they said only you and I were there that day."

    "Did you check all the CCTV footage too?"

    "Yes. Should I just get the contact info for everyone who visited that day?"

    Si-heon's sigh, as if frustrated, carried over the phone.

    "No, forget it. What did my mother say?"

    "What did she say? She's just as always."

    "So she's really going to send me there."

    Si-heon let out a low, bitter laugh.

    "Don't be too upset, Hyung. At least I'm going with you, as your secretary."

    Jang-woo's voice, accompanied by a faint sigh, was quite serious.

    Heo Jang-woo.

    Si-heon's university junior, he had completed his studies with his mother's sponsorship during his university days. Afterward, to repay her, he joined H Telecom, which his mother managed, and is now a secretary in the headquarters' secretarial team.

    "Right. If I feel like I'm going to explode with frustration there, let's commit soonjang together."

    "Why would you say something so terrible? More importantly, a sudden girlfriend, what on earth does that mean?"

    "It means exactly what the dictionary says, so if you're curious about the meaning, look it up."

    Si-heon chuckled and hung up on Jang-woo.

    Just then, a call came from Si-heon's sister, Cha Si-yeon.

    "What is it?"

    As soon as he answered, Si-yeon's shrill voice poured out.

    "Who is that woman?!"

    Si-yeon seemed to have seen the article too.

    "Do you really want to see Mom lose her mind?"

    "She's not someone who'd lose her mind just because her son is dating a bit."

    "What? Haa... Are you perhaps rebelling?"

    Si-heon approached the mini-bar, stretching his neck this way and that, and replied indifferently.

    "Rebelling? I'm just saying I'm dating a bit."

    "That makes no sense! Just the fact that you're meeting such a woman!"

    "I guess it was love at first sight."

    "Fine, let's say you were momentarily blinded. But you haven't forgotten, have you, that we agreed to discuss matters related to dating with our family first before announcing them externally?"

    "I intended to, but as you know, Noona, I didn't intentionally make it public."

    "Cha Si-heon! You really!"

    Si-yeon shrieked, as if thoroughly exasperated.

    "You think I don't know you? You think I don't know you're not the type to date someone without anticipating even that much? Haven't you seen the article that says the laid-off employees can't sleep from distress while you're luxuriating on a date in a fancy hotel?"

    "I guess I was just that blinded by a woman."

    Si-heon picked up a bottle of water from the mini-bar and approached the window.

    "Hmph, we'll talk about that once you're back. Right now, the Cha-han Life PR team is trying to take down all the articles as quickly as possible..."

    "No, don't take it down."

    Si-heon cut off Si-yeon, gulping down water, and wiped his lips with his thumb.

    "What?"

    "Don't take the article down."

    His low, even voice suddenly turned serious.

    It was already upsetting that she had disappeared without a word.

    She was gone, leaving no contact information, not even a single memo.

    After having sex with a fake one-month relationship as collateral.

    "What does that mean?!"

    "If you take down the article without my permission."

    Si-heon said in a resolute voice.

    "I'll officially release a dating rumor article."

    After speaking, Si-heon hung up the phone and approached the window.

    Si-heon's eyes gleamed sharply as he looked down at the canal, sparkling in the sunlight.
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    'Crazy, crazy!'

    So-yi repeatedly mumbled "crazy" under her breath as she entered Marco Polo Airport.

    So-yi, who had been bothered by Si-heon all night and then dozed off, woke up a little after five in the morning.

    So-yi carefully left the room so as not to wake Si-heon, then immediately packed her bags and left the hotel.

    She didn't even know how she managed to get to the airport. After checking in, she sat in the airport cafe, blankly lost in thought, replaying the events of last night.

    She was clearly out of her mind last night.

    How could she have provoked a man like Cha Si-heon, expecting to handle it?

    Earlier this year, when he was appointed Managing Director of Cha-han Media, he had already gained notoriety, and it wasn't just because of his striking, celebrity-like good looks.

    After graduating with an MBA in the U.S. and returning to Korea, he was immediately appointed Head of the Management Planning Team at Cha-han Life Group. He was highly praised for accumulating tremendous achievements in a short two-year period.

    Numerous articles would appear just by searching his name, praising how he not only launched the portal site [SEEK], operated by Cha-han Life, into Southeast Asia, but also extensively revamped the websites of Cha-han Shopping Mall and Home Shopping, both Cha-han Life affiliates, and introduced same-day delivery services, leading to a massive increase in total sales and new members in 2021.

    Earlier this year, when Si-heon was appointed Managing Director of Cha-han Media, a core affiliate of Cha-han Life, there was even a big commotion with articles suggesting that Chairman Cha Hyun-seop's succession plan was finally taking shape. So, there was no way she wouldn't know who he was.

    'How could I agree to date someone like that for a whole month, even if it's fake...'

    What on earth was she possessed by?

    'Date me for just one month. A fake one.'

    She clearly knew it was absurd, yet she couldn't refuse.

    Fake or real. Either way, she should have refused.

    'Okay.'

    She had said okay, like a madwoman.

    'No matter how I think about it, I must have been crazy.'

    So-yi quickly shook her head and sucked her americano through a straw.

    "Forget it! Anyway, I won't see him again once I go back to Korea. He probably wouldn't hire someone to find me of all people. Someone like Cha Si-heon would easily find another woman for a one-month fake relationship."

    As she mumbled to herself and finished her coffee, her phone vibrated. It was So-yi's older sister, So-eun.

    "Yeah, Unnie. I'm at the airport now, about to go to Korea..."

    "That article, it's about you, isn't it?"

    So-eun cut So-yi off with an urgent voice.

    "What article?"

    "The one about Cha Si-heon and the Gritti Palace Hotel suite room yesterday!"

    So-yi's pupils widened rapidly.

    "H-How did Unnie know that?"

    "How would I know? It was published in big bold letters!"

    "An article?"

    Her whole body froze. Her rounded eyes, slightly raised under delicately curved eyebrows, trembled faintly.

    "What, did the article get out without your consent?"

    After their parents passed away when they were young, So-eun had consistently acted as So-yi's guardian. After the article about Si-heon broke, photos of the two of them together at the bar even started circulating on social media.

    So-eun exploded with anger at the fact that despite the blurry photos of So-yi's face circulating, no action had been taken yet.

    "Contact Cha Si-heon and tell him to take down the article immediately!"

    So-yi's heart thumped, falling to the floor.

    Contact Cha Si-heon? Even if she had his number, he was someone she shouldn't contact!

    "You're not... a one-night stand, are you?"

    The words "this is my own doing, calm down" surged to her throat.

    Whether fake or real, he had proposed a one-month relationship, but she couldn't bring herself to say that she had intended it to be just a one-night escapade.

    "Ah... well. I need to go to check-in now, so I'll call you later!"

    She had already completed check-in a long time ago, but So-yi hastily hung up.

    Her fingertips trembled slightly as she immediately checked a portal site.

    [Cha Si-heon, Managing Director embroiled in harsh remarks controversy, spotted on a leisurely date in Venice.]

    The article, which caught attention with its provocative title, featured a large picture of her own back as she entered his room together last night.

    Onyeonjae, the Seongbuk-dong mansion with a house name meaning "a home filled with warmth."

    This is the residence of Cha Geon-hyeok, honorary chairman of Cha-han Group, who retired five years ago after evenly distributing the group among his three sons.

    Chairman Cha Hyun-seop, Si-heon's father, as soon as he was informed of Si-heon's return to Korea, issued a summons to his family to gather at Chairman Cha's residence in Seongbuk-dong.

    Although Cha-han Life Group, which had been separated from Cha-han Group, was independently operated, the results of meetings on major management issues were usually reported to Chairman Cha over a meal.

    A table laden with steaming steamed snapper, fresh oysters, and short rib stew with sliced pumpkin was set, and a quiet meal ensued until Chairman Cha slowly put down his spoon.

    Chairman Cha, who had taken a sip of water, turned his gaze to Hyun-seop.

    "Was it really necessary to make him step down?"

    At the news that Si-heon would temporarily step down from the front lines of Cha-han Media's management, Chairman Cha's eyebrows had raised significantly, and it seemed he had been displeased by it throughout the meal.

    "This is the fastest and most reliable way to quiet the media."

    "More importantly, if Si-heon takes on the role of H Telecom Customer Service representative, even if temporarily, it could be a good experience for him in many ways."

    As if waiting, Hyun-seop and Yoo-kyung answered in turn, and Chairman Cha slowly turned his head to look at Si-heon.

    "Is that your opinion too, Si-heon?"

    "I decided to go temporarily until the next representative is selected."

    Although the representative had resigned due to a customer information leak incident at H Telecom Customer Service recently, customers who had lost trust were slowly leaving H Telecom one by one.

    No one was eager to take on the role of representative for the troublesome customer service center, where customer churn rates and complaint rates were steadily increasing.

    It wasn't even an H Telecom affiliate, and being a subsidiary representative was bad enough, but it was a position everyone avoided, so for Si-heon, it was no different from a demotion.

    To be demoted just as he was establishing his position within Cha-han Media and planning to expand his territory felt utterly preposterous, even upon reconsideration.

    "Alright, if you've decided to go, then go and help them out, Si-heon."

    "I intend to. First, I plan to curb the increasing customer churn rate due to the personal information leak."

    Anyway, since he had decided to comply for now, Si-heon spoke calmly.

    Only then did Chairman Cha nod, a satisfied smile on his face.

    "By the way, what are you going to do about that girl?"

    A heavy silence fell over the dining room after Chairman Cha's next words.

    Lately, Chairman Cha had been frequently saying he felt his time was almost up and that he wanted to see his youngest grandson get married.

    Although a marriage proposal with Yeon Ri-na, the granddaughter of the Daehan Electronics Chairman, had been discussed for a long time, Chairman Cha was insistent, saying he would be happy with anyone as long as Si-heon liked her, and urged them to marry him off quickly.

    Kim, the butler, had told Yoo-kyung that Chairman Cha had shown a subtly satisfied smile upon hearing the article about Si-heon, which churned Yoo-kyung's stomach.

    Still, she tried not to care too much, thinking it was probably just an article meant to provoke her. Surely, he wasn't thinking of marriage.

    Yoo-kyung calmly wiped her mouth with a napkin, casting a glance at Si-heon.

    "We are meeting with good feelings. If our relationship deepens, I am even considering marriage."

    "Si-heon."

    Hyun-seop called Si-heon in a deep voice, taken aback by Si-heon's answer, which came without a moment's hesitation.

    "I thought you were waiting for my marriage news more than anyone."

    At Si-heon's subsequent words, Yoo-kyung's eyes finally narrowed sharply in displeasure.

    When Si-heon had rebelled against being appointed as the H Telecom Customer Service representative, Yoo-kyung had offered marriage as a condition in return.

    She promised to resolve the media uproar and the grievances of the laid-off employees if he married Yeon Ri-na, the granddaughter of the Daehan Electronics Chairman, and established his foundation.

    Si-heon had refused blind dates with Yeon Ri-na for several years, using being busy as an excuse.

    Since the Daehan Electronics Chairman would soon step down and Yeon Ri-na's father would succeed him, Yoo-kyung desperately wanted to arrange the marriage with Yeon Ri-na somehow.

    No matter what he disliked so much, Si-heon ultimately relinquished his managing director position, saying he'd rather take a temporary break.

    And now, having created a scandal in Venice, Yoo-kyung was fuming.

    "Still, shouldn't you take down the article? You never know what might happen..."

    "Leave it be, dear. Si-heon must have his reasons."

    Chairman Cha cut off Yoo-kyung in a leisurely voice. Yoo-kyung's hands, placed under the table, clenched tightly.

    "Still, I think it would be better to take down the article, Grandfather. He's been avoiding blind dates with the Daehan Electronics Chairman's granddaughter for years, and now a dating rumor?"

    Si-yeon, unable to watch any longer, added in frustration.

    "By now, they'll know. That I'm not meant to be with their granddaughter."

    Being busy was just an excuse; he had adamantly refused the marriage to Yeon Ri-na every year. On one hand, Si-heon curled his lips, thinking he could cleanly resolve the matter with Yeon Ri-na's side through this opportunity.

  
    

    May 5, 2024

    "Yes, yes, when has our Si-heon ever published an article about something like this? As for Chairman Yeon, we can just meet and have a meal. Let Si-heon do as he wishes."

    Anyway, Chairman Cha didn't particularly care if it wasn't Yeon Ri-na. His wish was to see his grandson's wife as soon as possible, and, being a little more greedy, to see the great-grandchild that his beloved youngest grandson would bring him.

    "Grandfather! Still..."

    "Si-yeon, that's enough."

    Hyun-seop, sitting next to Si-yeon, sternly rebuked Si-yeon in a heavy voice.

    As Chairman Cha smiled pleasantly and gripped the armrests of his chair, Kim, the butler, quickly approached and helped him up.

    "Don't leave your seat empty for too long. We'll soon need to prepare for the Infinity Entertainment Resort bid, won't we?"

    The family members all stood up simultaneously and bowed to Chairman Cha as he left the dining room, supported by Kim, the butler.

    "Cha Si-heon, why on earth are you doing this?"

    As soon as Chairman Cha left the dining room, Si-yeon asked sharply, as if she had been waiting.

    "Me going to the customer service center? Or am I dating?"

    Si-heon slowly stood up, a slight smile playing on his lips.

    "You've been making excuses for years, saying you're not thinking of marriage yet, or you don't have time to meet anyone, and refusing to meet Yeon Ri-na. Why are you suddenly doing this?"

    "It seems Yeon Ri-na and I weren't meant to be."

    "You really...!"

    "Well then, I'll be leaving now. I need to rest to go out early for my first day of work tomorrow."

    Leaving a fuming Si-yeon and sighing family members behind, Si-heon leisurely exited the dining room.

    "Hyung! Work starts at 9 AM, why on earth did you tell me to pick you up at 6 AM?!"

    The next morning, Jang-woo, who came to pick up Si-heon, grumbled.

    "Anyway, I need to grasp the basic work, don't I? Even if it's temporary, I'll still be the representative."

    "You could do that during work hours, why at such an early hour...!"

    Jang-woo grumbled and started the car.

    "Quiet. Where are the customer satisfaction evaluation data for the past five years?"

    "I sent them by email."

    "What about the call inflow evaluation data after the introduction of AI consultants?"

    "I sent that by email too. Oh, and if you look next to you, there should be the customer service staff organizational chart file."

    Si-heon had already picked up the staff organizational chart file and was flipping through it.

    He had clearly said yesterday that he couldn't adjust to the time difference and would have a drink at the lounge and go to bed, so why was he so energetic?

    Jang-woo continuously muttered to himself.

    If it were his usual routine, he would probably have even finished his workout, yet he showed no signs of fatigue, maintaining a perfect posture, which impressed Jang-woo once again.

    His clear eyes, firmly set lips, and neatly dressed, clean suit.

    Indeed, Cha Si-heon is Cha Si-heon, Jang-woo thought.

    That's why everyone agreed without opposition to the director's proposal to appoint him as the customer service representative, despite his young age.

    Jang-woo nodded subtly, displaying an expression of genuine acknowledgment.

    Si-heon slowly scanned the organizational chart to familiarize himself with the faces of the department heads, team leaders, and team members of H Telecom Customer Service, with whom he would be working, even if only temporarily.

    There was the Customer Consultation Part, which directly interacts with customers via phone or internet, and the Operations Support Part, which assists consultants with their tasks and handles human resources.

    And the Management Planning Part, which handles the management and planning of the customer service center.

    Among them, the H Telecom Customer Service headquarters, where Si-heon would work, housed employees from both the Operations Support Part and the Management Planning Part.

    The Customer Consultation Part, which directly handles customer interactions, hired outsourced employees and operated separate regional centers.

    As he scanned the list of employees he would be working with, Si-heon's expression began to subtly twist.

    "Operations Support Part, Compensation Support Team, Assistant Manager Jin So-yi...?"

    It was the woman who had disappeared in Venice.

    He had taken measures to prevent the article from being taken down, but he had been at a loss as to where and how to find the vanished woman, and now she had appeared right before his eyes.

    "I thought she was in her early twenties, but she's twenty-seven. Not that young after all."

    Small and petite build with round eyes. Her way of pursing her lips cutely made her look like a fresh graduate in her early twenties, but twenty-seven?

    A wry chuckle escaped him.

    Interesting. She was an employee here?

    "Why? Is something wrong?"

    Jang-woo glanced at Si-heon through the rearview mirror.

    "No, I just saw a familiar face."

    Si-heon's lips curved crookedly.

    What kind of expression would she make when she sees me in the conference room?

    He suppressed the corners of his mouth that kept wanting to rise and headed to the company.

    "So-yi ssi! The article, is it you?"

    "Assistant Manager Jin! Is it true?!"

    She had expected it, but as soon as she entered the office, a barrage of questions poured out as if they had been waiting.

    "Assistant Manager Jin! The woman in the article, it's not you, is it?"

    As she tried to deflect the questions with an ambiguous expression and sit down, Team Leader Kwak approached and asked.

    "Do you know that a temporary representative has been assigned to our company today?"

    And then, out of nowhere, she brought up the temporary representative.

    "Oh, no. Is a new representative coming?"

    "Oh my. You don't know? Someone's coming temporarily until a new representative is selected, and we have to go to the main conference room now. You don't know?"

    Her teammates also tilted their heads in confusion, as if wondering why she kept asking if So-yi didn't know something.

    "Team Leader! What does the temporary representative coming have to do with Assistant Manager Jin?"

    Someone from the team asked curiously.

    "Oh, I just thought. If the woman in the article really was Assistant Manager Jin, then of course she'd know who's coming as the temporary representative today."

    Team Leader Kwak had a peculiar smile on her lips. She even nodded, as if she had expected it.

    "Alright, let's go to the conference room quickly."

    With a satisfied expression, Team Leader Kwak left the office.

    So-yi, with a bewildered expression, headed to the main conference room with her teammates.

    "Nice to meet you all."

    And a moment later, as Si-heon's firm voice was heard, all the employees in the conference room turned their gaze to So-yi.

    'So that's why Team Leader Kwak asked that question...'

    If she had given her a heads-up, she would have made some excuse not to come to the conference room.

    So-yi's mind, having already met Si-heon's gaze, was turning blank.

    "I am Cha Si-heon, and starting today, I will be working with all of you as the representative of H Telecom Customer Service."

    Si-heon smiled brightly, watching So-yi blink rapidly.

    The conference room was filled with noisy, busy gazes, alternating between So-yi and Si-heon.

    After calming the noisy conference room, Si-heon first finished a brief self-introduction.

    Si-heon explained the future direction and goals of the customer service center.

    "Well then, I look forward to working with you all."

    Si-heon looked at So-yi, who was still bewildered and lost in thought, and spoke again.

    "Oh, and..."

    The eyes of the employees in the conference room persistently scanned Si-heon and So-yi alternately.

    "Ms. Jin So-yi, please stop by the representative's office for a moment before you leave."

    Si-heon, who had summoned So-yi in a gentle voice, left the conference room.

    Reactions of "I knew it" erupted from everywhere. Cheers mixed with envy also flowed from various spots. So-yi, her face bright red, quickly turned away.

    Only Team Leader Kwak was subtly biting her lip, as if she couldn't believe it.

  
    

    May 6, 2024

    Knock, knock, the representative's office door opened.

    "Assistant Manager Jin So-yi from Operations Support, Compensation Support Team, has arrived."

    So-yi entered the representative's office with the help of the secretary.

    "Have a seat."

    Si-heon said in a heavy voice, his gaze still fixed on the documents on his desk.

    So-yi's eyes darted around before she turned her gaze to Si-heon.

    He had taken off his jacket, wearing only a dark navy vest over a white dress shirt. Through the wide shoulders, solid muscles were visible on his forearms, as if they might tear through the shirt.

    'Open your eyes.'

    For a moment, his gentle voice from that night brushed past her ears.

    'You have to look at me. I'll be your lover for a month.'

    When she slowly opened her tightly closed eyes, his firm shoulder muscles were the first thing she saw. His sinewy neck, his relaxed smiling expression, his eyes shimmering like obsidian.

    She had tried to shake it off all this time. But his resolute expression, upright posture, and the way he sat perfectly, not a single strand out of place, looking at documents, instantly brought the memories flooding back before her eyes.

    "Looks like the memories of that day are coming back to you."

    Just as she unconsciously shook her head, Si-heon finally looked up. It was as if he could read minds; he always saw right through her.

    "How do you feel?"

    Si-heon rose from his seat and approached So-yi with a wry smile.

    "Excuse me? About what?"

    She tried to feign ignorance, but it seemed to be no use at all.

    "How do you feel about running away after thinking you'd never see me again, only to meet me again as the company's representative?"

    So-yi sat on the opposite sofa, following Si-heon as he strode over with his long legs.

    "Indeed, you should have at least said goodbye."

    Her premonition that he might be bringing up that day's events.

    "Or at least left a note."

    It became a reality with his firm voice.

    "It was a mistake."

    So-yi replied hastily. Si-heon's thick eyebrows, as he sat across from her, subtly furrowed.

    "You seem to be making a mistake right now."

    With a low scoff, he sat up.

    "I'm sorry. I was drunk..."

    "You didn't even touch alcohol."

    "I was disoriented from jet lag..."

    "For someone like that, you held up quite well until late."

    So-yi bit her lip, lowering her head. There seemed to be no way out.

    "Didn't you say 'Okay'?"

    His eyes seemed to flash rather sharply.

    "You clearly said if you accepted my condition, I'd fall for your bait."

    Si-heon's gaze turned cold, chilling So-yi's eyes.

    "Was it perhaps not to your liking?"

    "Excuse me...?"

    "Did Assistant Manager Jin not enjoy it after all?"

    "Oh, no! It's not like that... I just didn't have the confidence to handle it."

    "Then you shouldn't have started."

    Even the single word she bravely uttered was completely swallowed by him.

    "You seem to be mistaken about something, Ms. Jin So-yi. I said, "Let's pretend to date, not actually date."

    "I know. You said let's have a fake relationship. But I was so scared of the scrutiny I'd have to face once it became known that I was dating you."

    "What scrutiny could be so scary about a young man and woman dating?"

    "Well, that's because you're..."

    "Representative."

    Si-heon cut So-yi off, correcting her title.

    "R-Representative, it's because you're not an ordinary person."

    "You slept with someone who isn't an ordinary person. You cried in my arms all night saying how much you enjoyed it."

    So-yi's eyes widened at his blunt words. Her cheeks flushed uncontrollably.

    "Isn't it too selfish to enjoy everything and then say you can't handle it now?"

    There was no escape. So-yi swallowed hard, clenching her hands tightly on her lap.

    "Why... may I ask why you're going this far?"

    "I happen to need that right now."

    "Then why don't you just have a real relationship?"

    "I have no interest in that."

    If he proposed a fake relationship, there would be countless women flocking to him, so why me of all people...?

    "I liked that you didn't cling to me as if you were my real girlfriend after spending one night with me."

    So-yi's lips moved, speechless, at Si-heon's words, which seemed to read her thoughts.

    "One month is enough. It's not difficult. Just pretend to be dating me."

    Why isn't that difficult? Just thinking about how much of my personal information would be exposed everywhere if I dated the Representative makes my head spin...

    "If you refuse, then you can just let people gossip about you as Cha Si-heon's one-night stand."

    A one-night stand...? How would she live her company life after that!

    This, too, made her dizzy.

    So-yi, who had been hesitating and rolling her large eyes around, shook her head slightly and replied.

    "No matter what, I still don't understand. Why don't you just find another woman? Even if it's a one-month relationship, someone who truly likes the Representative might desperately want it."

    "I don't want to."

    "Why?"

    "I told you. I'm not interested in dating. If I date a woman who likes me, it's obvious she'll cling to me and refuse to break up."

    So-yi bit her lip at Si-heon's firm answer.

    "I'm sorry. No matter how I think about it, I can't do it."

    "You're really going to take advantage and run?"

    "Anyway, Representative, you took me to your room right after meeting me at the bar, and then you immediately kissed me. In that situation, how could I possibly have been in my right mind to judge what your offer meant?"

    "Was my kiss that enchanting? So much so that you lost your mind?"

    "That's not what I meant..."

    Cold sweat beaded on her fingertips. In truth, it was that enchanting. So much so that she lost her mind.

    "If you pretend to date me for a month, I'll even give you kisses as a service sometimes."

    "Representative...!"

    Si-heon smiled, the corners of his lips curling, as if So-yi's flustered and helpless reaction amused him. Even his smug smile looked handsome.

    Only then did So-yi realize. Ah, I've already fallen for the Representative.

    Her heart began to pound rapidly. The thumping heartbeat filled her head, making it impossible to think clearly.

    At this rate, I'll just fall deeper and deeper. What if I start with a one-month fake relationship and then desperately cling to him, unable to break up?

    The thought of her future in a month sent a chill down her spine.

    So-yi quickly collected herself, straightened her posture, and spoke.

    "Just one day... Please give me more time to think."

    "Jin So-yi! What did you talk about?"

    As a dejected So-yi returned to her desk, Yoo Hye-na, So-yi's colleague and best friend, wheeled her chair closer.

    "I didn't talk about much."

    Just that if I don't pretend to be the Representative's fake girlfriend for a month, he doesn't care if I'm branded as his one-night stand.

    "What? I'm really curious!"

    Hye-na said she had met Si-heon before. She had seen him a few times through a distant connection with her father.

    "Are you two in 'something'? Are you dating? Or..."

    Hye-na spoke in the lowest possible voice, covering her mouth with her hand.

    "A 'something'... Yes. Let's call it a 'something' for now."

    "A 'something'? But you slept together?"

    "Shhh! Be quiet!"

    So-yi quickly clapped her hand over Hye-na's mouth, looking around.

    "Assistant Manager Jin! Assistant Manager Yoo! Work has started!"

    Team Leader Kwak, though she hadn't heard their conversation, seemed annoyed by their whispering and snapped irritably.

    "Talk later."

    So-yi whispered back to Hye-na, eyeing Team Leader Kwak, then turned her head to her monitor.

    She slowly scrolled through the overflowing inbox of emails and the messenger filled with unread messages from her long vacation.

    Thanks to Hye-na, who had handled her tasks for nearly ten days, So-yi had no immediate compensation cases to process.

    She only needed to review the approved compensation cases where she was listed as a recipient.

    [Assistant Manager Jin! Are you dating the Representative?]

    [Assistant Manager Jin. Are you dating our Representative?]

    [So-yi! Do you have lunch plans today?]

    But So-yi couldn't focus on work due to the continuous influx of messenger messages.

    "Haa... I'm going crazy..."

    She pressed her forehead with both hands and squeezed her eyes shut, but then her phone rang again.

    [So-yi... It's Oppa. Are you doing well?]

    It was her ex-boyfriend, Park Young-hyun, whom she had broken up with two weeks ago.

    "Representative. Here's Assistant Manager Jin So-yi's personal information. Hyung. But why this?"

    Jang-woo handed over a file and asked.

    "I asked for it because I was curious about something."

    "You're not really dating her, are you?"

    Jang-woo leaned closer to Si-heon and asked. Seeing as he had ordered him to find out the personal information of this "girlfriend," it seemed he wasn't really dating her after all.

    "Haven't you found the meaning of the word 'lover' in the dictionary yet?"

    Si-heon's firm voice resonated deeply.

    Jang-woo abruptly pulled back the body he had leaned towards Si-heon.

    He's really dating her? Has this Hyung really gone crazy?

    Cha Si-heon isn't just meeting a woman a few times and then stopping; he's actually dating her?

    Si-heon continued speaking to Jang-woo, who was staring at him with wide eyes.

    "I'm perfectly sane, so go out and do your work."

    "No..."

    "Oh, let's have a drink with Ji-wook tonight. Tell him to come to the lounge."

    He spoke firmly, as if he wouldn't accept any other questions.

    Si-heon scanned So-yi's personal file with an indifferent expression.

    Jang-woo, who had been standing blankly for a moment, slowly backed away, then hastily left the representative's office.

    At this rate, a report would likely go to his mother, telling her she should be a bit nervous.

    Si-heon chuckled wryly.

    Yesterday, after finishing dinner at Onyeonjae and leaving the mansion, Yoo-kyung's furious expression was vivid in his mind. If the dating rumors with Jin So-yi continued to spread, she would become even more agitated.

    He thought he would return to Cha-han Media as quickly as possible and turned his gaze to the file containing So-yi's information.

    Parents died in an accident. Only one older sister. Sister resides in Yongin-si.

    As he expected, she was quite an insignificant woman.

    His mother was not someone who would stay still just because he was dating such a woman.

    Thinking he would neatly resolve this within a month and return to his proper place, he tossed the file onto the desk.

  
    

    May 7, 2024

    I don't know how it passed, but the day finally ended.

    So-yi quickly got up and grabbed her bag. She wanted to leave the company before questions about where she was going poured in.

    She snatched her coat from the hanger in the corner of the office and quickly slipped out.

    Today, after work, she was meeting her ex-boyfriend, Park Young-hyun, whom she had broken up with.

    A while ago, he had confidently announced their breakup, saying he'd fallen for someone else. Now, he wanted to meet briefly to return So-yi's watch, which he said was in his car.

    She had told him to just send it by courier, but Young-hyun insisted on coming to her company, claiming he had to pass by her office on his way home anyway.

    Already unsettled by Si-heon's proposal, and now receiving a call from Young-hyun, So-yi left the company feeling a bit dazed.

    "So-yi."

    Young-hyun, seeing So-yi emerge, approached her with a bright expression.

    It was the same expression he had worn a year ago, when he approached So-yi after she'd had drinks with colleagues after work, asking for her contact information.

    "Did you have a good trip?"

    So-yi stared at Young-hyun's smile for a moment, her expression blank.

    He had said he liked another woman. He had said he was sorry, but they should break up now.

    The man who had shamelessly broken up with her was now approaching her with an innocent smile, asking if she'd had a good trip.

    "Just get in. Let's have dinner together for old times' sake."

    "No, it's fine. Just the watch..."

    The moment she tried to shake off Young-hyun's arm with a serious face, she saw Si-heon exiting the company's main entrance.

    "Don't be like that, just get in. I contacted you to give you the watch and because I had something to tell you."

    She didn't need to hide, but So-yi unconsciously spun around. Because of that, she was pushed by Young-hyun's hand and got into his car.

    "You don't have any other plans, do you?"

    Young-hyun, now in the driver's seat, clicked his seatbelt and asked.

    Si-heon, reflected in the side mirror, seemed not to have seen So-yi as he was getting into his car, which was parked behind Young-hyun's.

    So-yi stared at the side mirror for a moment, then quickly composed herself and replied.

    "No. Dinner's fine. Just give me the watch."

    "I have something to tell you."

    Young-hyun smiled faintly, looking at So-yi, whose expression had suddenly hardened.

    "I momentarily lost my head and got in your car. But we're not on dinner terms. If you have something to say, send it by message."

    She spoke in a sharp voice, trying to get out, but Young-hyun calmly started the car.

    "What are we?"

    "Oppa, you broke up with me. Two weeks ago."

    So-yi stared at Young-hyun, who was already picking up speed, her eyebrows deeply furrowed in disbelief.

    "Is there a law that says exes can't eat together? Buckle up first."

    Young-hyun replied in a soft voice, driving somewhere.

    "Pull over. You said you liked another woman, and now you want to have dinner?"

    "Ah... I did, didn't I? But..."

    Young-hyun bit his lower lip slightly, hesitating.

    "No matter how much I thought about it, no one was as good as you. So I ended it."

    Young-hyun finished speaking as he stopped the car at a traffic light. He then turned his head and gazed intently into So-yi's eyes.

    "Oppa was wrong. Oppa was thoughtless."

    So-yi doubted her ears for a moment.

    The man who had boldly told her he liked another woman and turned his back on her was now trying to piece back together the shattered glass shards from two weeks ago with just one word of apology.

    Unfortunately, So-yi had already discarded all those shattered glass shards, feeling unburdened, during her trip to Italy.

    Looking back, So-yi's heart had already cracked.

    Young-hyun had pointed out the gaps they hadn't seen because they had grown too accustomed to each other.

    The boring conversations and cooled gazes had been leaking from a broken glass for a long time.

    It was a relationship that was destined to end anyway.

    So-yi, who had laughed hollowly once, had shaken everything off during her trip to Italy.

    Since she was already in the middle of an 8-lane road and couldn't get out, So-yi irritably buckled her seatbelt and replied in a low voice.

    "I'm sorry, but I've moved on completely."

    "You must be very angry."

    "No, I'm not angry. I've moved on from you, Oppa."

    Despite So-yi's firm voice, Young-hyun paid no mind and instead spoke soothingly.

    "Oppa is sorry. So stop being angry. Let's have dinner at a fancy place today. You said you wanted to go to the Cha-han Hotel's fine dining restaurant, So-yi."

    "No, thanks."

    "You know how hard it is to book a window seat there, right? Oppa actually managed to book it."

    Young-hyun said with a triumphant expression, lifting his chin.

    It's just a waste of breath to say more. When we arrive, I'll just go straight home, watch or no watch.

    So-yi, her eyes deeply furrowed, turned her gaze to the window.

    "Let's get out. Oppa, I even requested valet parking today, so you can get off right at the hotel entrance."

    Young-hyun spoke with an excited expression and slowly pulled the car to a stop. As soon as the car stopped, So-yi flung open the door without a word of greeting and got out.

    "Jin So-yi!"

    So-yi, who had gotten out of the car and passed the main entrance, continued to walk briskly, fuming. Young-hyun, seemingly completely caught off guard, quickly ran after her with surprised eyes.

    "What's wrong with you? Oppa said he was sorry."

    "So?"

    So-yi, whose arm was suddenly grabbed by Young-hyun, spun her head around and asked.

    "Oppa apologized, but I didn't accept it. I have no intention of accepting your apology."

    "Hmph... That's enough, So-yi."

    Young-hyun's brow furrowed slightly, as if he was starting to get annoyed.

    "What? Enough?"

    "You met just any random guy in Italy because you were struggling because of me, didn't you?"

    "What?"

    So-yi's eyebrows furrowed deeply at Young-hyun's utterly nonsensical accusation.

    That she met just any random guy because she was struggling because of him? How could he think such a shameless and selfish thought?

    "That's why Oppa came. To apologize. And to apologize for letting you go to Italy alone."

    "Haa, what are you even saying..."

    "So stop being angry and let's go eat now."

    "I don't need it! Let go!"

    So-yi shook off Young-hyun's hand and said loudly.

    "I didn't meet just any random guy because I was struggling because of you, Representative Cha Si-heon approached me first, okay?!"

    After all, it was true that the Representative had spoken to her first.

    "Just throw away the watch. I don't need it. And don't ever come looking for me again."

    Having said her piece, So-yi confidently turned and walked away from Young-hyun.

    "Damn it, this isn't how it was supposed to go. This is annoying."

    Young-hyun had spent several nights sleepless since the scandal between Si-heon and Jin So-yi broke. He couldn't describe how bitter and regretful he felt that she was a woman who could catch Cha Si-heon's eye.

    He was certain it was just a fleeting one-night stand, so he tried to lure Jin So-yi back, intending to break up with his current girlfriend and get back together with her. But he hadn't expected her to be this angry.

    Young-hyun quickly caught up to So-yi and grabbed her arm again.

    "Jin So-yi! Just listen to Oppa for a second!"

    "Let go!"

    And at that moment, someone reached out and snatched Young-hyun's wrist, which was holding So-yi's arm.

    "Let go of her and talk, won't you?"

    It was Si-heon.

    Young-hyun irritably turned his head toward the man clutching his wrist.

    A height easily a head taller. Shoulders about three spans wider. Smooth skin and sharp eyes.

    Though his expression wasn't overtly threatening, Young-hyun instinctively cowered.

    "W-What is it?"

    The thought that he had seen him somewhere before was fleeting, as Young-hyun's eyes widened.

    'Cha Si-heon?'

    Si-heon roughly shook off Young-hyun's tightly clenched hand.

    "W-Wasn't it a one-night stand?"

    Young-hyun was so flustered that he blurted out his thoughts.

    "Do you really think I would have left a scandal article about a fleeting one-night stand like that up all this time?"

    Si-heon, with a low scoff on his lips, gently wrapped one arm around So-yi's shoulder.

    "And speak properly. Why are you my boyfriend, Oppa!? It's been ages since we broke up, don't be so pathetic!"

    So-yi, thinking she had to send Young-hyun away first, put her hands on her hips and glared fiercely.

    "What? Pathetic? Hmph...!"

    He wanted to retort, but Si-heon's lowered gaze made Young-hyun's shoulders instinctively flinch.

    "Jin So-yi! You'll regret this later!"

    "You seem to be the one regretting it. The bus has already left, so you may as well go now."

    Young-hyun, who could only fume but couldn't even move his lips to Si-heon, spun around and left.

    "Thank you, Representative."

    So-yi, watching Young-hyun's retreating figure with a bewildered expression, removed Si-heon's arm and offered her thanks.

    "If you're grateful, then let's have dinner, Ms. Jin So-yi."

    "Oh, no. Dinner is..."

    She had lost her appetite from the incident with Young-hyun just now, and the thought of sitting across from Si-heon for dinner already made her feel queasy.

    So-yi politely declined and tried to turn away, but Si-heon placed his hand back on So-yi's shoulder.

    "If I just go into the hotel alone from here..."

    Into So-yi's surprised eyes came the sight of Young-hyun still standing far away, watching her.

    "Won't that friend of yours become suspicious? About my statement that I approached you first."

    Ah...! He heard.

    So-yi squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them, and gave an awkward laugh.

    "Well, that..."

    "It's fine. I'm also happy to show you and me being so affectionate here."

    "Show us being affectionate? To whom?"

    She turned her head to look up at Si-heon, as if asking what he meant.

    As their gazes met, Si-heon smiled gently at So-yi, who was blinking her round eyes.

    Thump, her heart pounded.

    This is bad. Even his smiling face is perfectly handsome.

    So-yi, whose earlobes immediately flushed red, quickly turned her head away.
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    Si-heon let out a small laugh, watching So-yi's earlobes turn red as she turned her head away.

    After his demotion to the customer service center was decided, Si-heon had left his family home and was in the process of selling one of his buildings in Gyeonggi-do and looking for an officetel.

    Having no place to stay in the meantime, he decided to stay at the Cha-han Hotel, which his cousin ran, for the time being.

    It was after work, and he was just about to enter the hotel after entrusting his car to the valet parking attendant, as he was meeting Jang-woo and Ji-wook.

    'I didn't meet just any random guy because I was struggling because of Oppa, Representative Cha Si-heon approached me first, okay!?'

    Si-heon turned around at the sound of a bold voice coming from somewhere.

    'Assistant Manager Jin So-yi?'

    He saw So-yi standing face to face with some man, seemingly arguing, in front of the hotel's main entrance.

    Seeing her tell him not to come looking for her again, it seemed to be her ex-boyfriend.

    'Damn it, this isn't how it was supposed to go. This is annoying.'

    He overheard the man muttering.

    Normally, he would have just passed by, but the words caught his ear. After all, she was the woman involved in his dating scandal. He couldn't let her get entangled in another scandal.

    'Let go of her and talk, won't you?'

    By taking the man's arm, which was grabbing So-yi's wrist, he unintentionally ended up helping So-yi out of an awkward situation.

    When he used that as an excuse to ask her to dinner, her earlobes turned red.

    "He's gone now, right?"

    So-yi, who had passed the hotel entrance and entered the lobby, twisted her body to try and remove Si-heon's hand from her shoulder.

    "Just a little longer like this."

    But Si-heon didn't budge.

    "Yes?"

    "This time, it's my turn."

    As So-yi looked back at Si-heon with a puzzled expression, a woman who appeared to be in her mid-to-late 50s approached So-yi.

    "Ms. Jin So-yi?"

    The thought that her clear eyes and fair skin resembled someone else's flashed briefly, then So-yi's eyes widened, and she quickly bowed her head.

    "Hello!"

    So-yi quickly shook off Si-heon's hand and bowed deeply, greeting her.

    Kang Yoo-kyung.

    The CEO and representative director of H Telecom, where So-yi worked. And Cha Si-heon's mother.

    No wonder a chill ran down her spine when the thought that she resembled someone suddenly crossed her mind.

    "Yes. Nice to meet you. You work at our company, I hear."

    Yoo-kyung's eyes narrowed as she scrutinized So-yi from head to toe.

    "Yes! I am Assistant Manager Jin So-yi from the Compensation Support Team, Operations Support Part, H Telecom Customer Service!"

    Yoo-kyung let out a cold, wry laugh at So-yi's polite greeting.

    "I saw the article."

    "Yes?"

    "You met Si-heon in Venice?"

    "Ah... Yes, that is..."

    So-yi quickly looked at Si-heon, asking for help.

    Only then did Si-heon speak to Yoo-kyung.

    "What brings you here?"

    "There was the Information Security Strategy Commercialization Forum hosted by the Korea Information Security Industry Association today, wasn't there? Are you here to eat?"

    Displeasure was evident in Yoo-kyung's eyes as she slowly alternated her gaze between So-yi and Si-heon.

    As if her mood wasn't already bad enough from the photos taken in Venice, now it was the hotel again.

    Si-heon let out a small laugh at Yoo-kyung's voice, which was clear and emphasized, as if to stress her question about him being there for a meal.

    "Yes. I came to eat."

    "With so many eyes watching, did you have to eat here?"

    "Wouldn't it be better than eating in the room to avoid people's eyes?"

    "You really, even when you speak..."

    Yoo-kyung clicked her tongue in disapproval, then glanced at So-yi and continued.

    "By now, everyone who needs to know probably knows, so why don't you take care of the article?"

    "I intend to."

    Sweat beaded on So-yi's fingertips at the conversation between the two, which already assumed a definitive relationship between her and Si-heon.

    Suddenly, she found herself in a situation where she unexpectedly ran into her boyfriend's mother, who clearly didn't like her.

    "I'll take care of the article right away."

    As she blinked her large eyes, at a loss, Si-heon gently grasped So-yi's hand and spoke. He even interlocked their fingers, as if comforting his nervous girlfriend.

    So-yi's cheeks flushed rapidly. Her heart pounded, and her body wouldn't obey. Her pupils darted around, and for a moment, her breathing seemed to stop.

    "How long do you intend to stay here?"

    Yoo-kyung's eyes, which had glanced at their interlocked hands, trembled slightly. She asked with her chin raised, feigning composure, but her eyebrows were already deeply furrowed.

    "Jang-woo is looking for a place. I was planning to move out before getting married anyway."

    "I told you to just move into the apartment in Cheongdam."

    "I'll take care of it myself. Please go ahead. Didn't you say you had an evening appointment today?"

    "Alright, enjoy your meal. See you again, Ms. Jin So-yi."

    Yoo-kyung slowly closed and opened her eyes, her gaze falling on So-yi.

    Only then did So-yi collect herself, quickly pulling her hand away and politely bowing.

    "Yes, goodbye, Director."

    Yoo-kyung forced a smile and exited the lobby, passing by the two of them.

    "Let's go for now. There are many eyes watching."

    Before she could say anything, Si-heon wrapped his arm around So-yi's shoulder and walked towards the elevator.

    Young-hyun, still lingering in the hotel lobby, blinked and covered his mouth, convinced that So-yi and Si-heon were indeed dating.

    Ding, and the door to the VIP elevator opened.

    "Get in."

    So-yi had no choice. It was she who had agreed to be his lover for a month in exchange for one night.

    She had said she would think about it until tomorrow, but she knew there was no other option anyway.

    As if trying to soothe her overwhelming feelings, So-yi let out a low sigh and cast her gaze out at the night view.

    The night view of Seoul from the all-glass VIP elevator was incredibly beautiful.

    For a moment, she forgot her worries about her relationship with Si-heon and, lost in thought, admired the Seoul nightscape. Meanwhile, Si-heon took out his phone from his jacket's inner pocket and made a call.

    "This is Cha Si-heon. I'm coming up now, please prepare a table in the room."

    After a brief call, Si-heon messaged Jang-woo and Ji-wook to go ahead and eat dinner without him.

    He put his phone back into his jacket pocket and looked at So-yi, who was glued to the window.

    "Do you like night views?"

    When Si-heon asked, So-yi quickly pulled herself away and turned her head.

    "Yes. I stayed at the Gravity Palace Hotel because of the night view too."

    "I saw you. Staring at the night view on the terrace for a long time. And at the Rialto Bridge too."

    "At the Rialto Bridge too?"

    He remembered that brief encounter?

    "You glanced at me while I was on the phone, didn't you? And then you were even more pleased to meet me in the lounge, weren't you?"

    "Rather than pleased..."

    "I thought Ms. Jin So-yi approached me first because of that. Was I wrong?"

    Ah, I shouldn't have said that...!

    So-yi cleared her throat and avoided his gaze.

    Just as the blush she had managed to calm down was about to return, the elevator doors opened.

    "Since you've come all this way, let's at least eat before you go."

    So-yi bit her lip and followed Si-heon out.

    "Hello, please follow me."

    As soon as the door opened, a staff member who was already waiting smiled brightly and led them somewhere.

    Ashir, the fine dining restaurant located on the 25th floor of the Cha-han Hotel.

    Ashir's window seats, offering a panoramic view of Namsan Tower, were so popular that they had to be booked a month in advance.

    The view from inside the room, where they were guided by the staff, was also magnificent. It felt like it would be hard to determine which was superior, this view or the one she had seen from the Gravity Palace Hotel.

    "Wow..."

    So-yi approached the window as if mesmerized. Her eyes wide, she admired the brilliantly shining Namsan Tower and the cityscape.

    "I ordered the food myself."

    After the server left, Si-heon took off his jacket and hung it on the coat rack provided in the room. So-yi pulled up a chair and sat across from Si-heon.

    Her gaze fell on his firm forearms, visible beneath his white shirt, and his chest muscles, stretched taut beneath his vest as if they might burst.

    "I think we have something to talk about regarding meeting my mother."

    Si-heon picked up the water glass in front of him, took a sip, and said.

    "Oh...! Why didn't you tell me earlier? I could have easily avoided running into the Director."

    "If you see an elder, you should greet them."

    "That's true, but I haven't made a decision yet..."

    "I didn't give Ms. Jin So-yi time to make a decision."

    "Yes? Then?"

    "I only gave you time to prepare yourself mentally."

    His red, distinct lips curved thinly.

    "That day, the contract was already made, wasn't it? I gave Ms. Jin So-yi what she wanted, and now Ms. Jin So-yi just needs to give me what I want. Is that difficult?"

    "It's not difficult, it's just scary."

    "Are you afraid I'll eat you alive?"

    "No! It's not like that..."

    So-yi's voice trailed off as she bit her lip.

    She couldn't bring herself to say that she was afraid of falling for the Representative even more. Even now, just looking at him made her heart pound, and he wanted her to pretend to be his girlfriend for a whole month.

    Moreover, the fact that she was dating Cha Si-heon would be revealed to the whole world. She was already afraid of how much her personal information would be dug up everywhere to uncover the identity of the woman dating Cha Si-heon.

    So-yi, who had been biting her lip with her gaze fixed on the small vase on the table, adjusted her posture and asked.

    "Perhaps... are you doing this to show your ex-girlfriend?"

    So-yi remembered what Young-hyun had said a little while ago. About her intentionally meeting any random guy because of him. She wondered if Si-heon also needed a fake girlfriend for a similar reason.

    "Well, let's just say something like that."

    As expected... He's pretending to have a girlfriend to win back his ex-girlfriend. No wonder Young-hyun Oppa thought that.

    "Come to the representative's office first thing tomorrow morning. To sign the contract."

    "A contract?"

    "Can't you run away again, can we?"

    So-yi swallowed hard as his gaze grew increasingly serious.

    "I'll end it cleanly within exactly one month. It's fine if it ends with me being dumped by Ms. Jin So-yi. So."

    Si-heon leaned forward from the backrest of his chair, resting his arms on the table, and continued.

    "Let's date, Ms. Jin So-yi."
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    Meanwhile, as Yoo-kyung exited the hotel lobby and stepped out in front of the main entrance, a waiting driver approached and opened the car door for her.

    "What about what I asked you to look into?"

    Yoo-kyung, who had gotten into the back seat, placed her bag on the adjacent seat and spoke in an imperious voice.

    "Here are the materials you requested regarding Ms. Jin So-yi."

    Yoo-kyung's secretary, sitting in the passenger seat, turned around and handed over a yellow envelope. As Yoo-kyung took out and looked at the documents inside the envelope, the secretary added.

    "Her parents passed away when Ms. Jin So-yi was a high school student, we hear. She has one older sister, who is said to be a journalist."

    "A journalist, you say... If we handle this wrong, it could get noisy."

    Yoo-kyung scanned the personal details and family relations of So-yi, then put them back into the envelope and turned her head to look out the window.

    She had thought the dating was just a show.

    There was no way Cha Si-heon would date someone without calculating any benefit for himself.

    The information she had received about the girl today should have been enough to put her mind at ease.

    But when Yoo-kyung saw Si-heon with So-yi at the hotel, she felt the back of her neck stiffen.

    The sight of him gently placing his hand on So-yi's shoulder, oblivious to curious eyes, and then boldly holding her hand right in front of her.

    A surge of unease swept over her at this unfamiliar side of her son, which she had never seen before.

    Knowing that if he truly started to give his heart, he would fall deeply without looking back, made her even more anxious.

    Yoo-kyung let out a sigh, thinking she had to push for the marriage with Yeon Ri-na as quickly as possible.

    So-yi finished showering and was drying her hair when she let out a deep sigh.

    She didn't even know how she had eaten dinner.

    Even the sight of him cutting his steak, holding a fork and knife in both hands, was like a painting.

    'To think I spent the night with a man like this...'

    So-yi lowered her head deeply at the sudden memory of that night. A sudden rush of heat flared up, realizing she was sitting alone with him in a private room, having dinner.

    'Are you hot?'

    'No.'

    'Your face is quite red; you look hot.'

    'I'm fine.'

    So-yi quickly turned her head and looked out the window.

    'I'm telling you this beforehand, I hope you manage your personal feelings well. We don't want any pathetic clinging later, refusing to break up.'

    Si-heon said dryly, wiping his mouth with a napkin.

    'That won't happen. You're not my type.'

    She wished she had just said she was already smitten, so he should abandon her. But the wrong words had come out.

    'Good. What kind of person is Ms. Jin So-yi's type?'

    'Choi Ji-wook.'

    Suddenly, the male lead from a movie she had recently seen came to mind.

    'Choi Ji-wook?'

    'Yes. The male lead from the movie Spring Light.'

    She had just said the first name that came to mind, but unlike Si-heon's intense image, actor Choi Ji-wook had a soft and gentle image.

    'Ah... that type?'

    'Yes, I'm a fan.'

    'Good.'

    He seemed relieved by her saying her ideal type was completely different from him.

    'I'll let you have dinner with actor Choi Ji-wook.'

    'What?'

    'If you play your role as my fake girlfriend well for a month, I'll even let you take a picture with him. So make your decision quick.'

    Si-heon's image, smiling subtly while picking up his water glass, was still vivid before her eyes.

    "Ah... dating Cha Si-heon, of all people..."

    Even if it's a fake relationship for a month. How would she face him at work after they break up...?

    As she gazed at herself in the mirror and sighed deeply, her phone vibrated.

    It was Young-hyun.

    [I threw away the watch because you told me to.]

    Whatever.

    So-yi casually put her phone down on the dressing table, as if it wasn't worth replying.

    [But I think you're a bit naive and don't know much, so I'm telling you this.]

    So-yi scoffed at Young-hyun's follow-up message.

    [That guy, he's just playing with you. Why would a chaebol son like him want to meet you?]

    What on earth is he saying...?

    [It's true that you're pretty and slender, so you're the type that catches eyes. That's why I pursued you, I guess. But honestly, you're not good enough for a chaebol son to be interested in.]

    Perhaps he wanted to repay the humiliation he suffered in front of the hotel today, Young-hyun continued his messages without pause.

    [You seem too angry because of me right now, and your judgment is clouded. But honestly, you know too. Someone like him wouldn't be sincere with you.]

    Finally, So-yi, unable to bear it anymore, snatched up her phone.

    [I'm telling you this because I think you'll get hurt and have a hard time later.]

    So-yi glared at the last message Young-hyun sent, then immediately called Si-heon.

    If she ended it like this, she might truly end up as Cha Si-heon's fleeting one-night stand, just as Park Young-hyun said.

    'He clearly said it was fine if I ended it first!'

    Anyway, she was going to agree to the contract when she went to work tomorrow morning.

    Besides, she had already unintentionally greeted the Director.

    Being seen as the woman who dated Cha Si-heon for a month would probably be better than being seen as a woman he just casually slept with.

    As she bit her fingernails and furrowed her brow, Si-heon answered the phone.

    "I'll do it, the fake relationship."

    She blurted out as soon as Si-heon answered.

    -Good. Come to my office when you get to work tomorrow morning.

    "Yes, Representative. But please, keep your word that it's okay if I end it first."

    -Anytime.

    Her heart suddenly pounded at Si-heon's cheerful reply.

    She knew it was a fake relationship, so why was her heart pounding like this?

    Get a grip! It's not a real relationship!

    While So-yi was momentarily flustered and silent, Si-heon continued.

    So-yi hung up the phone and blankly patted her flushed cheeks.

    "I don't know either. It'll work out somehow."

    She thought she could at least take Park Young-hyun down a peg, and then flopped onto the bed.

    Meanwhile, Si-heon, after taking So-yi home and returning to the hotel, immediately headed to the lounge bar.

    "Hyung! Over here!"

    Jang-woo and Si-heon's best friend, Choi Ji-wook, who were sitting at a table waiting, greeted Si-heon with bright smiles.

    Ji-wook, who had graduated from Korea University's business administration department only to suddenly decide to become an actor, had debuted and quickly risen to become a top star in South Korea, recognized for both his looks and acting skills.

    As a Hallyu star who had begun receiving calls from Hollywood as well as Southeast Asia, his handsome appearance shone brightly from afar.

    "How was your first day at work?"

    As Si-heon approached and sat down, Ji-wook smiled brightly and filled his glass. Si-heon downed the glass in front of him and nodded slightly.

    "Hyung, but why are you seeing Jin So-yi ssi?"

    Ji-wook's eyes widened at Jang-woo's question.

    "You're really seeing her?"

    "He says so."

    The question was for Si-heon, but Jang-woo answered instead.

    Si-heon just kept letting out a subtle smile.

    "It's fake, right, Hyung? No matter how much I think about it, I can't believe it. You're not really seeing her, you're just pretending to, right?"

    "It's real, I tell you."

    Jang-woo's eyebrows shot up at Si-heon's nonchalant reply.

    "Why?!"

    "It was love at first sight."

    "Hyung?!"

    Jang-woo's mouth dropped open at Si-heon's answer.

    For the words "love at first sight" to come from Cha Si-heon's mouth.

    "Really?"

    Ji-wook also asked, as if he couldn't believe it.

    Si-heon swirled the whiskey in his glass and spoke.

    "It's real. So spread the word, Jang-woo. Especially to my mother."

    "I told you, the Director didn't send me to spy."

    At that moment, someone approached from behind the table where the three men were sitting and spoke.

    "Our Executive Director Cha. No, Representative Cha, it's been a while."

    It was Kang Tae-hyun, Si-heon's cousin from his mother's side and the head of Cha-han Media's Management Strategy Division.

    He was the son of Si-heon's small maternal uncle, who had spectacularly messed up HS Capital, inherited from Si-heon's maternal grandfather, the first chairman of HS Group, and was barely surviving with a leasing business linked to HS Motors.

    Tae-hyun, perhaps having judged early on that his father's business was hopeless, had pestered Chairman Cha Hyun-seop, his aunt's husband, for a position at Cha-han Media.

    Perhaps because he was constantly compared to Si-heon since childhood, he always had a strained relationship with Si-heon. After Si-heon was appointed Executive Director of Cha-han Media, Tae-hyun became even more resentful and sarcastic.

    To him, the news of Si-heon's demotion was nothing short of a celebration. Tae-hyun approached Si-heon with a wide grin on his face.

    "Indeed. How did you get caught in such a video? You haven't caught the culprit, have you?"

    Tae-hyun casually sat down in the seat opposite Si-heon and wore an arrogant expression. Si-heon irritably furrowed his brow.

    Regardless, Tae-hyun chuckled and raised his empty glass.

    "Give me a drink too. We have to celebrate our Si-heon's appointment as the representative of H Telecom Customer Service."

    Jang-woo, who had been subtly observing, awkwardly picked up the liquor bottle. Si-heon scoffed and took the bottle from Jang-woo.

    "Celebrate, you say. We should offer condolences. To our elder brother Kang Tae-hyun."

    "Condolences? What condolences?"

    Tae-hyun, who was holding out his glass, raised an eyebrow as if asking what he meant.

    "HS Capital's operating profit for the third quarter of this year decreased by about 12 percent compared to the same period last year, and it recorded a deficit again, I hear."

    Si-heon poured liquor into Tae-hyun's glass with one hand and let out a small laugh.

    "Is that difficult? What will our uncle do if the investment recovery performance is like that every year?"

    Tae-hyun's arrogantly drawn-out eyebrows abruptly crumpled.

    Why does he always provoke, knowing he won't even break even?

    Si-heon raised his own glass with a scoff and clinked it against Tae-hyun's.
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    "Looking at that, Hyung, you're really smart. Seeing as you abandoned Uncle and Taejin Hyung early on and clung to our father."

    Tae-hyun's face flushed as he gnawed on his lip. Si-heon downed the whiskey in his glass in one go.

    "If you're done talking, you can go, Hyung. You don't seem to have anything more to say."

    Si-heon savored the pungent whiskey aroma in his nose and continued.

    "You bastard, just you wait. We'll see how long you can keep acting so leisurely and smirking like that."

    Tae-hyun, who had gulped down the whiskey in his hand, gritted his teeth.

    "Do as you please."

    Tae-hyun roughly placed his glass on the table, then abruptly stood up and headed back to his seat.

    Jang-woo picked up his glass again and muttered.

    "I wonder why Tae-hyun Hyung always provokes when he can't even break even."

    "It's just an inferiority complex, I guess. He grew up constantly being compared to Cha Si-heon."

    Jang-woo nodded at Ji-wook's words.

    "Oh, Choi Ji-wook. Let's have dinner with my lover sometime soon."

    Jang-woo, who was drinking whiskey, let out a cough as the word "lover" naturally came out of Si-heon's mouth.

    "W-Who?"

    Ji-wook asked back, his face strangely contorted.

    "Do I have another lover besides Jin So-yi?"

    "Why dinner?"

    "She's your fan."

    Ji-wook still nodded with a bewildered expression.

    "When you meet, take a picture with her too."

    "Why a picture?"

    Ji-wook asked, pouring whiskey into his on-the-rocks glass again.

    "I told you, she's a fan."

    Si-heon just grinned.

    Si-heon returned to his room, finished showering, then took out a bottle of mineral water and went to the window.

    The image of So-yi standing by the elevator window, admiring the night view, flashed vividly before his eyes like a painting. What was it about it that made her so captivated?

    Si-heon unconsciously let out a wry laugh at her mesmerized expression over just a common Seoul night view.

    None of the women Si-heon had met before had ever shown interest in night views or scenery.

    They were all eager to dig up how much stock he owned, how much land he possessed, and how many buildings he had and where.

    That's why it felt a little refreshing.

    Si-heon called Ashir to quickly reserve a table, then slowly scanned So-yi's profile.

    Her black eyes, subtly shimmering with the glittering lights, her pure white skin. Her protruding forehead, her sharp nose, and below it, her small, plump lips.

    For a moment, he felt she looked like a doll, with delicate features on a face the size of a fist.

    Anyway, thanks to her, dinner naturally followed, and she didn't seem to have any intention of backing down further.

    Perhaps that's why he expected her to hold out until tomorrow, but then she called immediately. To accept his proposal. He was quite pleased that she didn't jump at the fake relationship offer as if it were something big.

    Si-heon finished the remaining water and entered the bedroom with a pleasant expression.

    "Did you go to Ashir yesterday?"

    Jang-woo, who had come early in the morning to pick up Si-heon, turned back and asked.

    "How did you know?"

    When Si-heon asked, Jang-woo seized the moment at a traffic light and handed him a tablet with an article clipped on it.

    Si-heon, who was sitting in the back seat reviewing H Telecom's IT system report, took the tablet and scoffed.

    "It popped up on my way to pick you up, Hyung. The PR team said they'll request immediate deletion."

    It was a huge article, portraying Cha Si-heon's recent activities as remaining silent on his official apology, with a large photo of him and So-yi entering Ashir from behind.

    "What did Mother say?"

    Yoo-kyung's reaction when he ran into her at the hotel yesterday was quite interesting. She didn't seem like she would take immediate action yet, but at least she seemed to have realized the seriousness of the situation.

    "She told them to take down the article right away. And the Vice President called."

    "What did she say?"

    "To keep your morning free for a bit."

    Keep his time free. Was she going to come visit him?

    Si-heon shook his head, wondering why his sister was so worked up about his dating life.

    Si-heon adjusted his posture and was about to look at the documents again when Jang-woo glanced at him through the rearview mirror.

    "She said she has something to tell you and will stop by briefly."

    Jang-woo had been subtly watching, wondering if he would say he was busy, but Si-heon gave no reply.

    "Tell her to come after nine. I have an earlier appointment before that."

    "Yes? With whom?"

    Jang-woo's eyes widened, wondering who he could possibly be meeting, as he certainly wouldn't be unaware of any prior appointments at the office.

    Si-heon replied with an indifferent expression, turning a page of his document.

    "My lover."

    "Sit here."

    As So-yi entered Si-heon's office, Si-heon, already seated on the sofa, smiled brightly.

    "This is a summary of the things we need to abide by while we're dating. Read it and tell me if there's anything you want to add."

    So-yi nodded and took the contract.

    The content of the contract was simple.

    Be careful with words and actions, and be cautious of scandals.

    Light physical contact would be allowed in front of people.

    So-yi quickly checked the contents and finished signing.

    "There's something I'd like to add to the contract terms."

    So-yi carefully put down the pen.

    "Tell me."

    "I hope there's... no unnecessary physical contact."

    She wanted to draw a line in advance. Not a line drawn because of Si-heon, but a line for herself.

    Just in case she might start to expect something.

    The thought of how much deeper she might fall if she were swept away by the atmosphere, or accidentally crossed the line, made her dizzy just imagining it.

    "Alright. I also want a clean finish. I'll write down the additional terms separately, and you can sign it again."

    Si-heon let out a small laugh and held out another piece of paper.

    "And this is a non-disclosure agreement."

    "What secret?"

    "As it says. It's an agreement that you won't leak any personal information related to me, including the current nature of our relationship, to anyone."

    So-yi herself thought that the contents of this contract shouldn't be leaked to anyone, so she quickly signed the document.

    "From now on, you'll need to be a bit more vigilant. Honestly, this contract is extremely important to me."

    "Aren't you trying to get your ex-girlfriend back by making it look like you're dating me?"

    Is his ex-girlfriend the child of some enormous corporation?

    Si-heon vaguely brushed her off as So-yi blinked, looking curious.

    "Well... let's just say that's it. Anyway, let's be careful not to cause each other any harm. For one month, refrain from contact with other members of the opposite sex."

    So-yi nodded slightly, looking at Si-heon's rather serious expression.

    After So-yi left, Si-heon walked back to his desk and sat down.

    His early morning work briefing was already finished.

    He had no meetings scheduled for the morning today, so he launched the program to process pending approvals.

    While going through the approval documents that had come in the previous day, he heard a knock.

    "Yes."

    Before his brief reply was finished, the door burst open. Si-heon took his eyes off the monitor and slowly turned his head.

    "Representative. The Vice President is here."

    Behind Jang-woo, who stood sweating profusely, Si-heon's sister, Si-yeon, entered.

    "Cha Si-heon!"

    Si-yeon's sharp voice filled the representative's office.

    "You've come, Vice President."

    Si-heon greeted her with an indifferent expression, without even turning his head.

    Click-clack, click-clack, Si-yeon took aggressive steps and reached Si-heon's desk, glaring fiercely at him.

    "Why are you doing this, really? Let's talk, Oppa."

    "Ah, so you've come as my sister, not the Vice President."

    "Jin So-yi. I'm twenty-seven years old. Assistant Manager in the Compensation Support Team, Operations Support Part, H Telecom Customer Service."

    Even with Si-yeon's sharp, cutting voice, Si-heon showed no reaction.

    "Did you deliberately target someone from our company?"

    "Of course not."

    "Then why does she have to be someone who works at our company? A company representative dating a mere employee. Do you think this makes sense?"

    "What's so nonsensical about it? There's no rule against in-house dating here, as far as I know."

    Only then did Si-heon slowly lean back in his chair and turn his head to Si-yeon.

    Si-yeon, with her long, voluminous wavy hair and tight tweed dress, was looking down at him with an exasperated expression.

    "You know very well I'm not talking about that."

    Si-yeon lifted her hands from her waist and crossed her arms, speaking. Si-heon gave no reply, merely curling his lips into a smirk.

    "Clean it up quickly before it gets any bigger."

    "Reason?"

    "Are you asking because you don't know why?"

    Si-heon let out a hollow laugh and tilted his head.

    "I'm just trying to have a normal relationship, like everyone else. Why is everyone making such a fuss?"

    "Because we know you're not doing this for a real relationship! You're just doing this to rebel against Mother!"

    Si-yeon raised her voice, looking as if she were about to burst.
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    "Rebellion, you say?"

    Si-heon finally burst into laughter. He couldn't even remember when he had last heard the word "rebellion," but it seemed quite apt.

    "That's enough. I'm a fool for coming here to talk to you."

    Si-yeon pressed her forehead, as if she had a headache, then glared at Si-heon.

    "Fine, go ahead and do whatever you want."

    Si-yeon's voice, as she glared at Si-heon, grew much calmer. She finished speaking icily, then spun around and left the office.

    No matter how much Si-yeon thought about it, Si-heon's reason for meeting a woman named Jin So-yi was obvious. He was clearly trying to provoke their mother so he could quickly return to Cha-han Media.

    So there was absolutely no need to worry that Si-heon would actually marry that woman.

    However, as the dating rumors spread further and became the talk of the town, she felt she could no longer just stand by and watch.

    She even felt pity for Jin So-yi, who seemed blissfully excited, unaware that Si-heon was using her.

    Because of her quick and fiery temper, she hadn't been able to speak calmly, but she had genuinely tried to reason with him.

    She had wanted to tell him to quickly end his relationship with Jin So-yi and write a brief official apology.

    She'd wanted to suggest that since the Executive Director position at Cha-han Media was still vacant, if he just pretended to apologize and show a little remorse, their parents might change their minds.

    She'd intended to say that if he just closed his eyes and pretended to apologize just once, she would even take his side.

    Of course, contrary to her intention to have a calm conversation, her anger had flared up first, but she never imagined he would be so utterly uncooperative.

    Si-yeon, who had been clenching her fists and trembling her lips for a moment, exhaled calmly.

    "Fine, Cha Si-heon. Go ahead and do whatever you want. There are plenty of other ways."

    Since it seems impossible to reason with you, I'll have to meet Ms. Jin So-yi myself.

    Si-yeon, who had gotten into the elevator, muttered to herself, huffing with frustration. The waiting secretary glanced nervously and pressed the button.

    After Si-yeon left the room, Si-heon adjusted his posture and looked at the monitor again.

    The Executive Director position at Cha-han Media was still vacant after Si-heon stepped down. Si-heon wasn't fixated on the position itself.

    However, the OTT business, which he had been diligently preparing since his appointment, was just about to take its first step, and he couldn't let someone else take credit for it.

    The three types of media management solutions developed by the CEO of Danbi Media had successively earned GS Certification Grade 1.

    The MAM (Media Asset Management) and RMS (Remote Management System) optimized for OTT platforms were already established, so maintenance costs weren't high.

    Therefore, shareholders had immense expectations for the performance of the new OTT business, which Cha-han Media had ambitiously prepared through their new platform.

    But now, it seemed like all that effort was about to go to waste.

    Si-heon leaned his head back on the chair's headrest for a moment and squeezed his eyes shut.

    Anyway, the situation had escalated to this point because of his mother, Madam Kang Yoo-kyung.

    Yoo-kyung had told him that to have the qualities of the next Cha-han Media leader, he needed the flexibility to handle any situation, and thus, he should agree to the employees' demand for an apology.

    If he didn't want to do that, he should marry Yeon Ri-na and secure a strong background.

    Si-heon believed that establishing a foundation and setting up the management framework at Cha-han Media was entirely his responsibility.

    He had never even considered Yeon Ri-na's background, nor did he have any desire to offer a forced apology for an unreasonable reason, one that he didn't feel in his heart.

    More than anything, his eyes twitched again, closed tightly, at the absurd thought of his mother's scheme to push for the marriage with Yeon Ri-na over such a trivial matter.

    Yoo-kyung knew well how ambitious Si-heon was for Cha-han Media. It was clear that she intended to use that to push for the marriage with Yeon Ri-na.

    Si-heon had no intention of giving in. Not on the marriage, nor on Cha-han Media. He vowed once again that he would ultimately achieve his own goals.

    "Assistant Manager Jin! Did you go to dinner with the Representative yesterday?"

    She arrived a bit late, having stopped by the Representative's office right after coming to work, so it was almost 9 AM when she entered her office. The article had been taken down quickly, but it seemed many people had seen it in the meantime.

    As soon as So-yi entered, the employees swarmed around her as if they had been waiting.

    "Did you go to Ashir?"

    "Are you really dating? Our Representative?"

    No, we're fake dating.

    So-yi swallowed the words she couldn't utter and offered an awkward smile.

    "Everyone, get to your seats! It's almost time to start work, what are you doing!"

    Team Leader Kwak yelled loudly from a distance, seemingly displeased with the commotion the employees made as So-yi arrived for work.

    "She was bad yesterday, and she seems to be in a bad mood today too."

    Hye-na, sitting next to So-yi, grumbled softly.

    "Ms. Jin So-yi! Come here for a moment."

    Team Leader Kwak seemed particularly out of sorts today. While she excelled in work performance and team building, some team members struggled due to her severe mood swings.

    "Assistant Manager Jin. That compensation processing report from last month, is it still not done?"

    Team Leader Kwak, her face deeply furrowed as if something displeased her, asked sharply.

    "You said it was due by Friday of this week. I told you I wouldn't have time because I was traveling."

    So-yi's eyebrows twitched.

    Though she had broken up with her boyfriend, when she mentioned taking a solo trip, Team Leader Kwak had clearly told her not to worry and to go, giving her ample time for the report submission.

    Why was she suddenly acting like this now, after smiling pleasantly and extending the deadline?

    "That meant by Friday at the latest! Other team members have already submitted theirs, and we just need to report it to the higher-ups, but we can't submit because of you, Assistant Manager Jin."

    Then you should have told me to submit it right after I got back from my trip.

    Instead of speaking, So-yi clenched her fists and forced a smile. Saying anything would only provoke Team Leader Kwak further.

    "I'll submit it today."

    "Assistant Manager So-yi, did you check for any rejected approvals among the ones you submitted before your vacation?"

    "There weren't any rejections?"

    As So-yi widened her eyes as if asking what she meant, Hye-na answered from behind her.

    "Team Leader! I revised that and resubmitted it for approval!"

    Team Leader Kwak's already furrowed eyebrows twisted even more fiercely.

    "Really?"

    But she didn't seem to have anything more to say.

    "Go back to your work quickly."

    So-yi bowed her head towards Team Leader Kwak, who irritably spun around and looked at her monitor again, then returned to her seat.

    [Yoo Hye-na / Assistant Manager] : Why is she like that?

    As soon as she turned on her computer, Hye-na sent a messenger message.

    [Jin So-yi / Assistant Manager] : I don't know. She must be in a bad mood today.

    So-yi muttered to herself that Team Leader Kwak acting like this wasn't a one-day or two-day thing, and as she was about to start preparing for work, another messenger message arrived on her monitor.

    [Cha Si-heon / Representative] : Let's meet briefly after work today.

    It was Si-heon.

    "As you know, after the three data laws passed the year before last, laws related to personal information protection in the data market have been further strengthened. To match this, our

    Team Leader Jung from Marketing Planning, representing the venture company Hi-Tech, spoke with a confident voice.

    He pressed the remote control button for the projector, and the well-organized system structure and specifications of the

    "...Therefore, the

    When Team Leader Jung's presentation finished, Si-heon nodded with a satisfied expression. Hi-Tech was already the chosen company from the bidding conducted that morning, so this introduction was merely a formality.

    "Good. Let's sign the contract."

    Si-heon's deep voice resonated cleanly through the conference room. Team Leader Jung smiled brightly and looked at another employee standing beside him. The waiting employee quickly placed the contract on the table.

    After accepting the position of H Telecom's representative, Si-heon's first move was to reform the IT system.

    He had heard that it took almost two months to find the employee who leaked personal information during a recent customer data breach.

    The employee, who was part of the IT team, knew about a loophole in the system that managed personal information access history and had used it to leak information multiple times.

    Two months is more than enough time for leaked information to spread widely, not only domestically but also to China, the Philippines, and Thailand.

    Therefore, Si-heon decided to proceed with the reform work, which had been postponed annually due to budget issues. After returning from Italy, Si-heon immediately put out a tender notice, and upon his appointment as representative, he quickly moved from bidding to signing the contract.

    Hi-Tech's

    "Then, we'll proceed with system implementation and testing within this month. And start beta service next month."

    After completing the contract, Si-heon checked his watch as he left the conference room. It was almost closing time.

    "You can leave first."

    Si-heon told Jang-woo, who was following him, and stretched his neck from side to side. His neck felt stiff from back-to-back meetings with the bidding companies all day since morning.

    "What about you, Hyung?"

    Jang-woo asked, puzzled, knowing that Si-heon definitely didn't have any separate plans after work. Si-heon took out his phone from his jacket's inner pocket and replied in an indifferent voice.

    "Time for a date."
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    "Good work. I'll head out first!"

    At 6 PM, as So-yi quickly finished her work and was about to get up, Team Leader Kwak's sharp voice rang out.

    "Assistant Manager Jin. Submit your report again before you leave."

    "What?"

    She had already turned off her computer, and now she had to resubmit the report.

    "You classified the compensation cases by date, but from this month, reporting has changed to classification by processing type, so reorganize it and submit the report."

    The words "why are you telling me this now" almost reached her throat.

    "Oh wow, she didn't tell you? She told us to prepare reports by processing type in advance."

    Hye-na, who was tidying up her work nearby, frowned and said softly.

    "Anyway, since work is over for today, isn't the Team Leader going to submit the full report tomorrow morning? I'll come in early tomorrow morning and resubmit it."

    "No, you're going to finish it all today before you leave. So, rewrite the report and then you can go home."

    Team Leader Kwak replied with a firm voice, not even glancing at her. So-yi gritted her teeth but held back. There was no point in saying more anyway.

    Thump, she put her bag back on the desk and turned on her computer.

    [Jin So-yi / Assistant Manager] : I'm sorry, Representative. Something suddenly came up that I need to handle, so I think I'll be a little late.

    [Cha Si-heon / Representative] : It's okay. Take your time.

    Team Leader Kwak, pretending to go to the water dispenser, passed behind So-yi and glanced at their conversation. A coldness settled in her eyes.

    "Team Leader, I just sent it by email."

    So-yi told Team Leader Kwak and checked her watch. It was a little past 7 PM. Her heart felt anxious, thinking Si-heon was waiting.

    "Then, I'll be heading out."

    She quickly said goodbye to Team Leader Kwak and rushed out of the office.

    [I just left work.]

    [I'm in front of the company.]

    So-yi, who had pressed the up button for the elevator, tilted her head. She thought "let's meet briefly" meant to stop by his office, but he was in front of the company.

    Even though it was well past closing time, people would see. So-yi, who had just pressed the down button again, realized her mistake. Oh right, this dating is for people to see.

    The articles and SNS were already in an uproar, so there was nothing to hide. He was confidently parked in front of the company, waiting for So-yi, as if it were perfectly normal.

    "Get in."

    As So-yi approached Si-heon's car, he opened the passenger door and said.

    "Yes?"

    "Let's have dinner before you go."

    "Dinner...?"

    So-yi's eyes trembled nervously. She hadn't expected him to suggest dinner together. She thought he just had something brief to say, but dinner?

    "Our dating needs to be frequently exposed to the people around me. That's why we're doing this fake relationship."

    So-yi bit her lip at the unexpected date. Unlike Si-heon, who smiled leisurely, she got into the car with a visibly tense expression.When the elevator doors opened, the restaurant staff, who were already waiting, showed them to their table. As they sat at a table with a panoramic view of the Han River, pre-dinner bread and light champagne were already served, as if a reservation had been made.

    "Can photos be taken today too?"

    So-yi turned her head after looking at the sparkling night view of the Han River outside the window.

    "Not photos. Just a suitable level of exposure."

    Si-heon replied dryly. Since yesterday evening, he had felt as if someone was following them, and then he realized Yoo-kyung had put people on them. She must have been curious if he was really seriously dating Jin So-yi.

    So-yi silently raised her champagne glass, took a sip, and asked again.

    "Why did you choose me?"

    "Because you were there that day."

    "Then if another woman had been there that day, would she have become the Representative's fake lover?"

    "Well. If Ms. Jin So-yi had overtly approached me that day, then Ms. Jin So-yi probably wouldn't have become my fake lover either."

    That meant, no matter who the other person was, as long as they didn't actively try to seduce Cha Si-heon first, it would have been fine.

    "But I also said something like that. That it wasn't a misunderstanding."

    'If it wasn't a misunderstanding... then what?'

    As if possessed, she had answered as if she had deliberately approached him.

    "That's why I thought Ms. Jin So-yi was more suitable."

    "Yes? What does that...?"

    "It was all obvious. That you were nervous. You didn't deliberately approach me, but your eyes kept going to me. You wanted to talk to me but lacked the confidence. Then, when I spoke to you first, I could see you trying to act composed."

    He saw all of that?

    So-yi's cheeks quickly flushed. She didn't know how much her heart had pounded even when they were heading to his room.

    Her fingertips had gotten sweaty, and she'd clenched and unclenched her fists several times, and he knew all of it.

    "And you ran away too. After eating everything, without a word."

    Si-heon let out a small laugh, looking at So-yi, whose cheeks were bright red.

    "That's why I liked you even more. Because you didn't rush to act like my lover just because we slept together once."

    Si-heon spoke explicitly without batting an eye. So-yi's mouth felt dry as she picked up her champagne glass and drank all the remaining champagne.

    "Don't worry too much, since I'm only here at the company temporarily and will be leaving in a month. When we break up in a month, you can spread rumors that I got tired of you and dumped you."

    Si-heon smiled leisurely, unaware of her worry that she might cry and cling to him in a month, unable to break up.

    Just as she let out a subtle sigh, the server approached them.

    The staff member briefly explained today's menu and ingredients to the two of them, then slowly placed the food on the table. Soft butter melted onto the glossy steak, filling the air with a sweet aroma.

    So-yi's eyes sparkled. The corners of her mouth lifted slightly. So-yi waited until the server retreated, then as soon as the sommelier filled their glasses with pairing wine and left, she immediately picked up her fork and knife.

    Scratch-scratch, she cut the steak and popped a small piece into her mouth, then made a pleased expression.

    Si-heon slowly swirled his wine, then raised his glass and drank. He leaned back halfway in his chair, quietly watching So-yi eat.

    He had thought she had good manners, but her dining etiquette was quite good too. He liked that she didn't make noise when picking up cutlery, that she chewed her food quietly, and that she didn't speak with food in her mouth.

    Si-heon took another sip of wine and looked at So-yi. Their eyes met as So-yi chewed the steak in her mouth.

    So-yi smiled, her round eyes curving like crescent moons. She had noticed it before, but she always smiled like this when she ate delicious food. So-yi's normally cheerful expression became even more vibrant.

    "Is it delicious?"

    When Si-heon asked, So-yi nodded, her mouth closed as she chewed. She slowly swallowed all the food in her mouth, then.

    "It's so delicious."

    She replied with a bright expression and took a sip of wine.

    "But I have one question."

    So-yi swallowed the wine in her mouth, then looked at Si-heon with a cautious expression.

    "Speak."

    "...Why don't you offer a public apology?"

    So-yi was secretly curious too. It would just take one word of apology, so why wouldn't he apologize?

    "Because I didn't do anything wrong."

    However, Si-heon's answer was simple. So-yi tilted her head at his words that since he did nothing wrong, there was nothing to apologize for.

    "Couldn't it be that the employees you fired weren't truly incompetent and the company wasn't lost because of them? There's such a thing as force majeure. When their efforts alone aren't enough."

    "Isn't that what it means to lack ability? If they had the power to protect the company, they would have protected it somehow. Whether there was a problem with management, or if PR or marketing was weak. There must have been a loophole somewhere, and I think not one person properly saw it, and that's precisely incompetence."

    "Even if they saw it, there might have been nothing they could do about it. In fact, I saw an article that the reason for Danbi Media's continuous deficits was a problem with PR and marketing. No matter how excellent the PR and marketing plan, it's useless if there isn't proper investment."

    "Not being able to attract investment is also incompetence."

    The conversation was tense. Si-heon chuckled, seeing So-yi, who had nothing more to say.

    "Ms. Jin So-yi."

    Si-heon tapped the table with his fingertips, then sat up straight.

    "Of course, after seeing my video, you'd be curious why I'm not apologizing. Contrary to the articles, I didn't fire all the employees of Danbi Media."

    "Then...?"

    "I simply singled out the people who created loopholes, the people who saw loopholes but didn't close them, and the people who didn't even know there were loopholes, based on Danbi Media's performance review reports. It just turned out that the number of people to let go was a bit large. That's why the articles made it seem like I fired all employees."

    This was a new fact. Contrary to the articles claiming he fired almost all employees after acquiring Danbi Media, Si-heon was saying he only let go of incompetent individuals based on performance reports.

    "But your remarks were hurtful to someone, weren't they? Of course, it wasn't intentional, and even if the video was intentionally circulated by someone, saying things like they weren't capable talents, or they had rotten minds. Wouldn't the employees who heard these things have been hurt?"

    "It wasn't intentional. And I didn't intentionally circulate the video, so why should I apologize? And in my opinion, it's not wrong to say that they weren't capable talents, or that they had rotten minds and complacent attitudes."
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    Si-heon showed no sign of backing down even an inch. No, did he not know the meaning of the word 'hurt'? So-yi bit her lip, then opened her mouth again.

    "Still, words that leave scars tend to last a long time..."

    "Scars must remain for development. You've lived receiving only stimuli that left no such marks, so you've remained there."

    Si-heon spoke nonchalantly, picking up his fork and knife. His expression was confident as he finely cut the steak and put it into his mouth. She wanted to refute him, but no suitable words came to mind.

    So that's why he didn't post an apology even when the article came out. Swallowing the bitterness that spread in her mouth, So-yi resumed eating.

    "Later, in front of your house, we can kiss."

    So-yi coughed, a small khuh, and quickly picked up her water glass to drink.

    "Don't couples usually do that when they break up?"

    "That's for people who are actually dating."

    "We have to act like we're really dating, so think of it as practice."

    Unlike Si-heon, who spoke with an indifferent expression, So-yi was busy waving her hands and fanning her face to cool it down.

    Seeing her reaction, Si-heon involuntarily let out a small laugh.

    Her flustered expression and flushed cheeks were quite cute. It was the same that night. When he kissed her as soon as they entered the room, she flushed deeply and didn't know what to do.

    Her easily readable changes in expression were new to him. Was that why? The reason he couldn't let go of Jin So-yi all night.

    A memory of that night suddenly came to mind, and Si-heon's lips quickly tightened. A hot surge of heat from his stomach instantly spread throughout his body.

    'What on earth is this right now...'

    He barely managed to suppress a bewildered, hollow laugh. His body's uncontrolled rise in temperature felt extremely awkward.

    Si-heon picked up his wine glass again and took all the remaining wine into his mouth.

    He thought the sudden pounding heart and rapid contraction and expansion of his blood vessels were entirely due to the wine, and swallowed the wine down his throat.

    "Are you nervous?"

    When they were almost at So-yi's house, Si-heon asked. He seemed to have noticed her biting her lip the entire ride. So-yi glanced at the designated driver in the driver's seat.

    "Couples usually don't use formal language like that."

    So-yi said in a voice just loud enough for Si-heon to hear. Si-heon chuckled, pooh.

    "Nervous?"

    Si-heon asked again. His voice, gentle yet calmly low, made So-yi's heart pound even more.

    "Why would you ask something like that?"

    She felt annoyed, as if he knew everything and was just teasing her. Si-heon seemed unbothered, but her heart had been pounding wildly since earlier.

    The driver slowly stopped in front of So-yi's house. Si-heon got out of the car first and reached out his hand to help So-yi out.

    In her fleeting glance, she saw a car in the distance, seemingly having followed Si-heon, quickly turn off its lights. It seemed they had indeed followed them all the way to her house.

    "We're here."

    Si-heon, who had walked to the front of the house holding So-yi's hand, turned So-yi around. He almost burst into laughter at So-yi's extremely tense face.

    "Relax. We've done more than just a kiss, why are you so nervous about this?"

    Si-heon's whispering voice grew closer. He gently pressed down on So-yi's shoulders, which kept rising with tension, and lowered his head towards So-yi's face.

    "If you're too nervous, just grab onto my clothes."

    His voice, sweet like chocolate, touched her lips. So-yi squeezed her eyes shut and held her breath. Si-heon's lips, softly overlapping hers, were warm. A feather-light breath brushed her nose.

    Her heart felt like it would explode, but Si-heon seemed unfazed, tilting his head even more. His warm hands burrowed into So-yi's neck.

    So-yi tightly clutched Si-heon's lapel. Her head rang dizzyingly. The urge to reach out, wrap her arms around his neck, and cling to him made her squeeze her eyes even tighter.

    She kept wishing for the kiss to deepen just a little more. Thump-thump, her pulse raced powerfully, and her blood vessels flushed as if they would burst.

    A moment later, Si-heon calmly pulled his lips away, which he had been pressing, and grinned.

    "Sleep well."

    Si-heon said goodbye in a relaxed voice. So-yi tried her best to act composed, forced a smile, then turned around. Her vision blurred, thinking it would be hard to fall asleep tonight.

    Si-heon, having finished his shower, took out a bottle of mineral water from the mini-bar. He gulped down the water without even fully drying his hair. Even though he had showered with slightly cooler water, the heat simply wouldn't subside.

    "Am I crazy?"

    It definitely wasn't too much wine. There was no way such a small amount of wine would cause this heat, but for some reason, the rising heat had been irritating him.

    Was it since the night he spent with So-yi in Venice?

    His rapidly pounding pulse showed no sign of slowing down. Si-heon let out a hollow laugh, dumbfounded.

    When he kissed So-yi in front of her house, he barely managed to stop himself from deepening it into a passionate kiss.

    Only their lips had touched, but it felt as if every cell in his body had stiffened. He barely held back from opening his lips and passionately kissing her, wanting to lift her into his arms.

    Si-heon raised his hand, ran it down his neck, and exhaled deeply. To end things cleanly in a month, they shouldn't get into a deep relationship.

    He needed to keep his distance as much as possible, just in case Jin So-yi clung to him, unable to break up, or even blurted out that they had a fake relationship, violating the contract.

    Si-heon finished the remaining mineral water, shook his wet hair, and headed to the bedroom.

    "The Director asked if you'd like to have lunch together this afternoon."

    Jang-woo said, opening the door and entering after knocking.

    "Mother?"

    Si-heon looked at his watch. He had a meeting at the headquarters this afternoon. It seemed she wanted to have lunch together before the meeting.

    "Yes. You have to go to the headquarters meeting anyway, don't you?"

    Seeing that she wanted to have lunch together, it seemed the report from the person who had followed them yesterday had come in.

    "Alright. But Jang-woo."

    Jang-woo, who was about to leave the representative's office again, turned around.

    "It seems Heo Jang-woo's report was a bit sloppy."

    "Yes? What do you mean?"

    "Mother sent someone else to follow me. I was wondering if your report was too lukewarm."

    "It's not that my report was lukewarm, it's that she didn't believe me. She asked if I was just saying what you told me to, since I'm close to you..."

    Jang-woo, who had been chattering innocently, suddenly clamped his mouth shut.

    "Why are you so flustered all of a sudden? I already knew everything."

    Si-heon, who was checking his schedule on the tablet Jang-woo handed him, looked up and scoffed.

    "Oh, no. That's..."

    After work yesterday, Jang-woo had been called to the headquarters' CEO's office and had clearly told Yoo-kyung everything he knew.

    Since the article was already out, and Executive Director Si-heon showed no intention of hiding his relationship with Ms. Jin So-yi, he had said that they seemed to be dating well.

    He even said that it was hard to believe, but Si-heon even used the words "my lover," and when he said they really seemed to be dating, Yoo-kyung narrowed her eyes.

    She didn't believe him, asking if Cha Si-heon had told him to say that. But he never imagined she would actually send someone to follow him because she didn't trust him.

    "It's okay, you did well. Keep reporting everything without hiding anything in the future. Things like 'Cha Si-heon is completely smitten with Jin So-yi' are fine too."

    "Oh, Hyung. I'm not reporting, I'm just answering because she asked."

    "Alright, you can go now. Go look up the dictionary definition of 'to report' too."

    Jang-woo, who had an aggrieved expression, blinked for a moment then opened his mouth again.

    "But Hyung, why are you telling me to report to the Director that you're completely smitten with Jin So-yi?"

    "So I can get married."

    "Huh?"

    "You know our mother. She was so desperate to somehow link me with Yeon Ri-na, so what do you think she'll say if I suddenly say I'm going to marry Jin So-yi?"

    "Ah...!"

    Jang-woo nodded with a serious expression, as if feeling sorry for Si-heon trying to overcome a marriage Yoo-kyung opposed.

    "Don't worry. I'll explain it well. I'll definitely convey that you're truly sincere about Jin So-yi."

    Jang-woo, clenching his fist with a determined expression, left the office. When he later reports that they broke up, he'll just say Jin So-yi changed her mind, so it won't matter.

    Si-heon pushed the tablet aside and turned his attention to the monitor. A new approval request had popped up on the program for in-house approvals.

    It was an approval request from Assistant Manager Jin So-yi of the Compensation Support Team.

    His gaze lingered for a moment on the photo next to Assistant Manager Jin So-yi's name.

    Her straight hair, parted on both sides to reveal her round forehead, suited her well. The corners of her mouth were slightly turned up in a smile.

    He thought her small face with her round eyes and deep double eyelids looked quite cute.

    Then his gaze immediately shifted to her prominent collarbones and shoulder line below her seemingly fragile neck. Her neck was quite pretty, so why didn't she wear a necklace?

    Si-heon, who had been quietly looking at So-yi's photo, pressed a button on the phone on his desk.

    -Yes, Representative.

    "Jang-woo. Go to the department store."

    -Yes? Now?

    "Then would I have called you now if I was going tomorrow?"

    -Why go to the department store now...?

    "Go buy a necklace. Any pretty one."

    -A necklace?

    "Make sure it's nicely wrapped too."

    -Who are you giving it to...?

    Jang-woo asked again, his voice sounding utterly bewildered, and Si-heon curled the corners of his lips into a smirk and replied.

    "Who do you think?"
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    "Let's go eat."

    As soon as lunchtime arrived, Hye-na poked So-yi's side, as if she had been waiting.

    "Jin So-yi, let's go out to eat today."

    "Why? Is the cafeteria menu bad today?"

    "Course A is grilled fish and rice, Course B is pasta. Carbonara, no less."

    Hye-na, who said she drank late last night, made a disgusted face. Neither Course A nor Course B was suitable for soothing her upset stomach.

    "Okay, let's eat out."

    "Let's go to Onggi Village. I'm craving kimchi stew."

    Hye-na quickly replied.

    "Oh, actually, Baek Do-hoon said he'd stop by the company entrance briefly during lunch, so I had to go out anyway."

    "Baek Do-hoon? Your high school friend?"

    "Yeah. He said he bought me a gift when he went to Italy, and he's coming to pick it up."

    "Oh, really?"

    So-yi grabbed the paper bag with the gift inside and got up from her seat.

    "Hye-na, go ahead and order. I'll just give him the gift and be right there."

    After going down to the lobby and sending Hye-na to the restaurant first, So-yi stepped out of the main entrance.

    "Jin So-yi!"

    Do-hoon, who had arrived early and was waiting, waved his hand. So-yi's voluminous hair fluttered in the breeze as she walked towards Do-hoon. So-yi gathered her hair with one hand, tossing it behind her neck as she approached Do-hoon.

    "I told you I'd give it to you later, why come all the way to the company? It's nothing special."

    "Why is it nothing special? You said you bought it in Pisa. And it was made by a famous leather craftsman. This is even 'Made in Italy'!"

    Do-hoon took the paper bag So-yi handed him and pulled out the gift.

    The leather key ring had Do-hoon's name engraved on it in English cursive. Do-hoon, with an excited expression, put the key ring into his pocket first.

    "But seriously, what's going on with you? How did you end up dating Cha Si-heon?"

    "Well... Is there a special reason for dating? We're dating because we like each other, I guess."

    "So-yi. You really..."

    "Oh, I don't know. Hurry up and go. If you keep your car parked there, you'll get caught on camera."

    It seemed a lecture was about to pour out, so So-yi quickly pushed his back.

    "You really need to have a serious talk with me sometime soon."

    "Okay, I get it. I get it, so hurry up and go."

    As she pushed him towards where his car was parked, Do-hoon reluctantly turned around. So-yi raised her hand, smiled once more as she waved goodbye, then headed to the restaurant.

    Si-heon, who had been watching them from afar, slowly turned around and got into his car. His expression had turned cold.

    "Representative?"

    Jang-woo, who was driving, called Si-heon through the rearview mirror.

    "Hyung?"

    As Si-heon stared out the window with no reply, Jang-woo called him again.

    Only then did Si-heon slowly turn his head.

    "We've arrived."

    He had been lost in thought and had arrived at the parking lot in front of the restaurant where he was meeting Yoo-kyung. Si-heon got out of the car and walked.

    The image of So-yi meeting her friend in front of the company just moments ago flashed through his mind with every step.

    When she gathered her hair, which was fluttering in the breeze, and swept it behind her neck, he also recalled her closing her eyes and feeling the wind on the Rialto Bridge. Si-heon frowned irritably.

    'What did she give him?'

    So-yi had handed the man a paper bag. The man seemed to be smiling brightly and thanking her. What kind of relationship were they?

    Si-heon, who had reached the elevator, frowned slightly. Whatever it was, why did it keep bothering him, and what did it have to do with him anyway? Si-heon let out a short, low breath and opened the door to the reserved room.

    "You're here?"

    As he entered the room, Yoo-kyung looked up.

    "Why did you suddenly ask to have lunch together?"

    "Is it strange for a mother to ask her son to have lunch?"

    "It is, because you've never done this before."

    "You were busy, and I was busy."

    Si-heon took off his jacket and hung it, then sat across from Yoo-kyung.

    "The bulgogi here is delicious. Not too salty either."

    "You didn't call me because the bulgogi is delicious, did you?"

    Whose quick wits did he inherit? Yoo-kyung picked up her water glass, trying not to let her flustered feelings show.

    "Madam Lee from Daehan Electronics contacted me."

    He had expected it, but Si-heon frowned at the mention of Yeon Ri-na's mother contacting her.

    "It seems she was quite displeased, given that a marriage discussion was already underway, and then your dating article suddenly broke."

    "It was a marriage I had no intention of entering."

    "Still, the adults had already discussed the marriage. At least, wouldn't it have been better if you'd given them a heads-up?"

    "A heads-up?"

    Si-heon scoffed.

    "Me, 'I'm going to date.' Should I have reported it in advance like that?"

    Yoo-kyung's head throbbed at Si-heon's blunt words.

    "So, are you really going to marry that girl?"

    "Perhaps."

    Si-heon replied with a relaxed expression. Yoo-kyung felt her insides burn. She had clearly thought it was an act of rebellion. She had thought he was just pretending to date anyone out of defiance.

    But from the moment they met at the hotel, she felt something was wrong. Just in case, she called Jang-woo and asked, and he said they were indeed seriously dating.

    Cha Si-heon must have told him to say that. Unable to believe it, she sent someone to follow him this time. Only after seeing the photo of her son kissing in front of her house last night did Yoo-kyung's mind snap into focus.

    This wasn't just a casual relationship for cooling off. It was absolutely not something to be taken lightly. Some action was needed.

    "Am I a little late?"

    Just then, Ri-na entered the room, guided by a staff member. Si-heon's eyebrows furrowed fiercely.

    "It just so happened that Miss Ri-na contacted me saying she was near the company."

    "Long time no see, Si-heon Oppa."

    Yoo-kyung had arranged this meeting, wanting to deter Si-heon before their relationship deepened.

    "I called you because I thought we could have a meal together after such a long time."

    Even though Si-heon was frowning intensely, Ri-na was calm. She nonchalantly took off her coat and handed it to the staff member, then sat in the seat next to Si-heon.

    "Oppa, I heard you're dating someone these days?"

    Ri-na smiled coyly. Was she smiling or glaring? Even that was so ridiculous to Si-heon that he snorted.

    She probably thought he wouldn't be able to do anything in front of her. Si-heon wanted to utterly crush his mother's expectations.

    "Ri-na."

    "Yes, Oppa."

    "My mother says..."

    Si-heon placed both hands on the table and slowly rose.

    "...the bulgogi here is delicious."

    Yoo-kyung's eyes narrowed into slits. As Ri-na, with a bewildered expression, looked up at Si-heon then turned her head to Yoo-kyung, Si-heon picked up his jacket.

    "Well then, you two must have a lot to talk about after such a long time. Please enjoy your time."

    Si-heon said goodbye in a polite voice and opened the room door. The strong scent of perfume Ri-na had brought in lingered faintly.

    Leaving the restaurant, Si-heon immediately called Jang-woo. Jang-woo, who happened to still be nearby, immediately came to pick up Si-heon.

    "Hyung, what about lunch?"

    Jang-woo had just been about to eat lunch himself, so he asked, puzzled that Si-heon had already left the restaurant. Si-heon just stared silently out the window.

    He couldn't understand it, no matter how much he thought about it. What did she intend to achieve by calling Yeon Ri-na to lunch? Did she think he would feel guilty or flustered?

    And what about Yeon Ri-na, who still came running like that when called? She must clearly know he was avoiding her, so what was Yeon Ri-na thinking?

    Si-heon's forehead furrowed deeply.

    If you want to return to Cha-han Media, choose Yeon Ri-na.

    As a result of his own investigation, he knew that his relationship with Jin So-yi wasn't a joke. And to think that such a shallow method was all she could come up with to separate him from Jin So-yi.

    Yoo-kyung's obvious move was too transparent.

    "Jang-woo."

    Si-heon spoke, his gaze fixed on the window.

    "Let's go get something to eat."

    The H Telecom headquarters' main conference room was bustling, preparing for the regular meeting.

    Yoo-kyung, the President and CEO of H Telecom, as well as H Telecom executives and affiliate representatives, were entering the conference room one by one to participate in the meeting.

    As Si-heon, who arrived a little late, was just entering the conference room, Executive Director Kim, whom he met at the entrance, approached Si-heon with a bright smile.

    "Ah, Representative Cha. Good to see you. How is work? Manageable?"

    "Good to see you too, Executive Director Kim. Work is manageable, but there are more areas to fix in the overall work system and organizational structure than I expected. I plan to make some adjustments here and there while I'm here."

    "Really? Representative Cha is different, indeed. The previous Representative Park was completely hopeless. I thought he'd cause trouble sooner or later, and sure enough, a personal information leak? In this day and age? Don't you agree? Haha."

    "Yes, indeed. I plan to pay more attention to that aspect and check it thoroughly."

    "Alright. Hurry inside, the meeting will start soon."

    Si-heon bowed politely once more, then entered the conference room.

    Yoo-kyung, sitting in the center, wore horn-rimmed glasses and was looking at documents. In reality, she was just pretending to look at documents to avoid making eye contact with Si-heon.

    Si-heon's indifferent gaze turned to Si-yeon, who was sitting next to her.

    Si-yeon was looking at him with a heavily furrowed brow, as if displeased about something.

    Si-heon returned her gaze with a dry look and sat down.

    A moment later, the meeting began.

    The meeting started with a proposal from H Telecom's internet business division to produce set-top boxes from eco-friendly materials. The meeting lasted about two hours, and they decided to take a 10-minute break.

    "Representative Cha. Is it true?"

    Executive Director Choi, who was sitting next to Si-heon, casually struck up a conversation.

    "What is?"

    "Is it true you're really seeing that woman? These days, Representative Cha's story is really hot."
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    Si-heon did not respond to Executive Director Choi's words, reviewing the materials for the next agenda item.

    Executive Director Choi, who was over fifty and had married for the third time, often caused Yoo-kyung headaches with all sorts of sexual misconduct rumors before he became an executive director.

    Whenever they met at various gatherings or events, he would not hesitate to say things that dangerously crossed the line, so Yoo-kyung and Si-yeon, as well as Si-heon, had always disliked him.

    "So, how is it? Is it fun?"

    Executive Director Choi, who had been rambling on alone for a long time, finally crossed the line. Si-heon thumped the documents he was holding down and asked.

    "Fun, you say?"

    Executive Director Choi's eyes sparkled as Si-heon, who usually didn't respond, answered him.

    "Actually, I just happened to overhear Director Kang talking with Executive Director Kim earlier."

    As if about to tell something important, Executive Director Choi leaned in and whispered to Si-heon.

    "Didn't she say you'd just meet for a while and then break up? And that all the articles were taken down yesterday? Didn't she say not to worry because it's just a casual relationship?"

    Si-heon's straight eyebrows twitched slightly, then quickly returned to their place. He clenched his molars without showing it.

    "I've met many women like that, and I know you have to train them well in the beginning."

    "Train them... How should I train them?"

    Si-heon pulled out his phone from his jacket's inner pocket with an indifferent expression.

    "Looking at the article, her figure seems quite good. She seems to have some volume too."

    Executive Director Choi, excited that Si-heon was showing interest in his words, continued to ramble on without a hint of tact.

    "That size is just right for enjoying a woman. But you still have to be careful. There are many who cling on messily."

    Executive Director Choi, who had been whispering into Si-heon's ear as if sharing a secret, chuckled again.

    Si-heon's brows furrowed slightly, and finally, a pfft, a hollow laugh, escaped his lips.

    "A woman good for enjoying..."

    "If you accidentally get her pregnant, she might try to extort a hefty sum. She looks pretty, and her figure is decent. You have to be especially careful with women like that."

    Executive Director Choi, who interpreted Si-heon's scoff in a positive light, went a step further and continued to babble.

    Si-heon, tapping the table with his fingertips, changed the subject as if to divert the conversation.

    "Executive Director Choi, I heard you recently visited Thailand."

    He had heard that H Telecom was going to sign a metaverse agreement with the Thai telecom company 'Kuco,' and Executive Director Choi had gone as the head of external cooperation.

    "Oh, yes. I went for the metaverse agreement."

    "I heard the schedule included the weekend. Why didn't you go for a round of golf on the weekend? If it's Bangkok, the Thai C.C. would have been close."

    "Indeed, I went with the 'Kuco' cooperation manager. They treated me so exceptionally well..."

    Executive Director Choi let out a pleasant laugh and leaned towards Si-heon again.

    "But the truly exceptional treatment came after the round of golf. They say it's the most renowned establishment in Thailand, and I went in at 9 PM and came out at 9 AM the next morning. I can't even describe how intensely I was entertained by young, beautiful ladies all night long."

    He covered his mouth with the back of his hand and spoke in a low voice, then guffawed, seemingly amused by something.

    "I see."

    Si-heon, moving his thumb to touch a button on his phone screen, put his phone back into his jacket pocket. A satisfied smile played on his lips.

    Soon, the staff member conducting the meeting went up to the podium, and the meeting resumed.

    "Executive Director Choi."

    After the meeting, Si-heon stood up from his seat and spoke in a languid voice. Executive Director Choi, who was organizing the meeting materials into a file, turned his head.

    "I sent an audio file to Executive Director Choi's phone."

    "A file?"

    Executive Director Choi's narrow eyes widened, utterly bewildered.

    "You'll know the content when you listen to it. I will proceed with a defamation complaint regarding that content."

    Si-heon spoke with emphasis, his gaze polite but sharp. His firm, unmoving eyes pressured Executive Director Choi.

    "What are you talking about?"

    "Your sexual harassment and insulting remarks about my girlfriend have crossed the line. No matter how much I think about it, I find it utterly offensive and intolerable."

    Si-heon stood upright, his hands in both pockets.

    "Representative Cha!"

    Executive Director Choi, who had tilted his head back to look up at Si-heon, abruptly stood up.

    The gazes of everyone in the conference room converged on them.

    "Furthermore, your statement about visiting an inappropriate establishment during your trip to Thailand is also fully captured. This is not a situation where you can react loudly without thinking."

    "What on earth...! No, how could you do this! Didn't you yourself suffer recently because a video of you was taken without permission!"

    "Thanks to that, I've certainly learned one thing: there's no evidence as clear as a video."

    "Th-this is illegal!"

    "Ah, according to the Communication Secrecy Protection Act, if a party to a conversation records it, it is considered legal regardless of the other party's consent. You weren't aware of that, it seems."

    Si-yeon, unable to watch any longer, abruptly stood up and approached Si-heon.

    "Representative Cha! Shall we talk for a moment?"

    "Hmph, this person..."

    Executive Director Choi, who had already received several reprimands recently to be careful with his words and actions, could only stammer, not knowing what to do.

    "Cha Si-heon! You, first, go outside and talk."

    Si-yeon gritted her teeth and whispered with a fierce gaze. But Si-heon turned his body towards the conference table.

    Si-heon, who had straightened his posture, politely bowed to the executives.

    "Then, I'll be leaving now."

    Ignoring Si-yeon standing next to him, Si-heon turned coldly and walked out of the conference room.

    Yoo-kyung simply rested her right arm on the table, pressing her temple, and kept her eyes closed.

    Returning to the company, Si-heon entered his office with a deeply furrowed brow.

    'Didn't she say you'd just meet for a while and then break up? And that all the articles were taken down yesterday? Didn't she say not to worry because it's just a casual relationship?'

    Executive Director Choi's words wouldn't leave his ears.

    'That size is just right for enjoying a woman. But you still have to be careful. There are many who cling on messily.'

    'If you accidentally get her pregnant, she might try to extort a hefty sum. She looks pretty, and her figure is decent. You have to be especially careful with women like that.'

    His mood was already sour because Yoo-kyung had called Yeon Ri-na. On top of that, the conversation Yoo-kyung had with Executive Director Kim infuriated him even more, and Executive Director Choi poured oil on Si-heon's boiling anger.

    How dare he spout words close to sexual harassment about the woman I'm dating? He barely managed to resist the urge to grab Executive Director Choi by the collar.

    "Representative..."

    Jang-woo followed Si-heon into the office with a flustered expression.

    "My sister will contact you soon."

    Si-heon, sitting in his chair, irritably loosened his tie.

    "Tell her I'm sending the file of Executive Director Choi's nonsense and that I'll file a defamation complaint."

    "Yes?"

    "You heard it too. That barking nonsense earlier."

    Jang-woo, sitting among the secretaries behind Si-heon, had roughly understood the content.

    "Ah, Hyung..."

    You'll only be here for a short while before going back to Cha-han Media, but you know I'm an H Telecom person.

    Jang-woo looked at Si-heon helplessly, unable to utter the words circling in his mouth.

    "He insulted my girlfriend. It's clearly sexual harassment. I need to address this firmly so he doesn't spout such nonsense anywhere else again."

    Jang-woo swallowed dryly at Si-heon's firm voice.

    "If you understand everything, you can leave."

    "...Yes, Representative."

    Jang-woo's phone rang in his chest as he hesitated, not knowing what to do. He decided he should answer the phone first and left. Si-heon leaned back in his chair.

    In truth, he could have just not responded to Executive Director Choi's words from the beginning. Normally, he wouldn't have even pretended to listen to whatever was said beside him.

    'Fun, you say?'

    But he had involuntarily responded first. In the ensuing conversation, about her figure, her volume. He started to get angry at Executive Director Choi's unstoppable words.

    Si-heon took a deep breath, suppressing his anger.

    He didn't actually intend to sue for defamation. But he definitely planned to make Executive Director Choi pay dearly for his reckless words.

    He also intended to firmly inform Yoo-kyung this time. That he would decide whether his relationship with Jin So-yi was casual or serious himself.

    He thought Yoo-kyung must have felt something after witnessing the situation just now. The fact that he was that serious about Jin So-yi.

    He had clearly found the answer. But his deeply furrowed, dark eyebrows remained creased for a long time, showing no sign of smoothing out.

    "I'm sorry. I have prior plans today."

    Before leaving work, Si-heon called. She had dinner plans with Hye-na, so she asked for his understanding when he suggested meeting briefly.

    -Then I'll stop by your house later. I have something to give you. Oh, and don't make any plans for tomorrow. There's somewhere we need to go together.

    "Yes? Where...?"

    -A gathering with my university friends. Just think of it as showing your face briefly.

    "Okay, I'll contact you when I get home."

    The words "I'll contact you when I get home" made her feel like they were truly dating, and she felt a strange flutter of excitement.

    "No. Get a grip. It's not real."

    So-yi quickly shook her head. But she couldn't help the corners of her mouth from curving upwards, recalling the kiss in front of her house yesterday.
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    "Did they say it would rain today?"

    Leaving the company, the sky was gloomy. It was overcast, as if it would rain.

    "You don't have an umbrella?"

    Hye-na asked, pulling an umbrella from her bag.

    "No, I didn't even think about it."

    "I'll give you mine later, use it."

    "What about you?"

    "I can just call Kim the driver."

    Though she hadn't told her company colleagues, Hye-na, the daughter of the CEO of J Food, a well-known dining company in Korea, came from a wealthy family, wealthy enough to have a personal driver.

    Having three older brothers, Hye-na had grown up with a focus on marriage from a young age. Mr. Yoo's goal was to raise Hye-na gracefully and marry her into a family that would make her a good partner.

    However, as she grew up, Hye-na became ambitious about work and frequently clashed with her father's wishes. Eventually, she declared her independence and got a job at H Telecom's customer service center.

    "Thanks. I'll use it well and return it tomorrow."

    So-yi smiled brightly and headed with Hye-na to a famous omakase restaurant in Cheongdam.

    It was a restaurant that required reservations at least a week in advance, but Hye-na received a call an hour before closing, saying there had been a cancellation.

    Hye-na often received such calls from various restaurants in Cheongdam that partnered with J Food.

    "How is it? Dating our Representative?"

    Hye-na asked, sitting side-by-side with So-yi in the hall. Because of her father's desire to marry Hye-na into a good family, Hye-na naturally couldn't even dream of dating from a young age.

    "Dating is all the same, isn't it?"

    "It's not all the same. There's no way it's the same when you're dating none other than Representative Cha Si-heon. Eat a lot. Since you might become our company's Representative's wife, I'll do some lobbying in advance."

    Hye-na, with an excited expression, picked up a bottle and filled So-yi's glass.

    "What are you talking about? 'Representative's wife.' I'm the one who's grateful to you for always letting me eat at such high-end restaurants."

    The place they were eating at today was also an expensive omakase restaurant that So-yi alone would never have dared to visit. Hye-na often took So-yi to eat delicious food, saying she had a separate allowance card unlike her salary.

    "Oh? Jin So-yi?"

    Hearing a familiar voice from behind, So-yi turned her head.

    "Baek Do-hoon?"

    Do-hoon smiled warmly, saying he had come with a friend to have dinner at the restaurant he had reserved long ago.

    Due to the nature of omakase restaurants, the bar wasn't very large. The four of them ended up conversing and eating together, as if they had accidentally joined tables.

    "Are you really dating Cha Si-heon?"

    Do-hoon asked while Hye-na was briefly away, going to the restroom. Conveniently, Do-hoon's companion had also left to go smoke.

    "Yes, it's true, we're dating."

    "What will you do if you break up?"

    "If we break up, we break up."

    "You need to be careful with guys like that. You'll definitely get hurt later."

    She expected it, but Do-hoon started nagging as if he had been waiting.

    "What if I get hurt? If it's good now, that's all that matters."

    She spoke words she didn't mean so easily. She was afraid of getting hurt. She was so scared of herself, falling head over heels without restraint.

    She could vividly imagine herself struggling and hurting alone a month from now, when she could no longer see Si-heon.

    "You're not young. It's time to start thinking about marriage and seriously dating someone."

    Do-hoon spoke seriously, putting more emphasis in his eyes.

    "Okay. I'll handle it, don't worry."

    "You..."

    Just then, Do-hoon's companion returned to the table. So-yi smiled bitterly and picked up the glass in front of her.

    Ji-wook said, refilling Si-heon's glass with wine.

    After work, the two had gone to an omakase restaurant near the company and were dining in a VIP private room. The chef, who had placed elegantly arranged plates on the table, bowed his head in greeting and then left the room.

    "I heard there was a commotion in the conference room today?"

    Si-heon chuckled.

    "I thought it was just a fleeting, casual encounter, but to react so seriously..."

    "Actually, it's fake."

    "What?"

    Ji-wook's eyes widened at Si-heon's nonchalant remark.

    "Fake, you say?"

    "We're not actually dating."

    "What on earth are you talking about?"

    "It seems our Ms. Kang keeps trying to find a marriage partner for her son. So, I thought I'd make it clear that I'll handle my own marriage."

    "And?"

    "Also, I thought I might need some appropriate motivation to return to Cha-han Media quickly."

    Ji-wook, who had his mouth wide open in surprise, finally nodded, seeming to understand a little.

    "Then what will you do if Jin So-yi genuinely falls deeply for you and says she can't break up? Or what if she uses this as an excuse to demand financial compensation or expose it to the media?"

    "We started with a contract, so that won't happen."

    "You signed a contract?"

    "So I was just pretending to be serious, even in today's meeting."

    Si-heon laughed softly and raised his glass.

    "Executive Director Choi also spouted a lot of utter nonsense."

    No matter how much nonsense he spouted, if the woman he was dating wasn't someone he was truly serious about, it was still incomprehensible why Cha Si-heon would react so seriously in such an important meeting.

    "So. What have you decided to do?"

    "Executive Director Choi's side keeps contacting me to apologize. But I told them we'd talk tomorrow and left."

    "Are you really going to sue for defamation?"

    "No, what for? I don't intend to blow things up. This much is enough."

    What on earth was he talking about? Ji-wook tilted his head, seeming to understand less and less.

    "I wanted to make Ms. Kang a bit nervous. She's the kind of person who will only surrender if I act like I'm really going to marry Jin So-yi."

    Ji-wook, who had been quietly blinking, asked again.

    "So, what does your mother say?"

    "She hasn't had much of a reaction yet. You know her. She's endlessly elegant and refined on the surface."

    "True. That is Director Kang's charm."

    Si-heon nodded slightly at Ji-wook's words. It wasn't wrong.

    No matter how angry Yoo-kyung got, she never fumed or raised her voice.

    On the surface, she was always calm and dignified.

    Even when someone angered Yoo-kyung, it was the same.

    She never retaliated by sending people after them or taking out her frustrations separately.

    She calmly assessed and analyzed her opponent, then gradually subdued them.

    Before anyone knew it, her opponents eventually knelt before Yoo-kyung on their own.

    But the one person Yoo-kyung had never been able to control as she wished was her son, Cha Si-heon.

    "Don't tell Heo Jang-woo."

    "What?"

    Ji-wook raised his eyebrows as if to ask what he meant.

    "I'm going to keep pretending to be sincere about Jin So-yi to Heo Jang-woo."

    "Why?"

    "He's close with our mother. He's grateful for her sponsorship back in college. Of course, I'm grateful that he's sincere towards my mother, but he's also the kind of guy who could stab me in the back."

    Ji-wook chuckled, shaking his head. He said there was no way he'd stab him in the back and clinked glasses with Si-heon.

    A moment later, the two finished their meal and left the room. While Si-heon was paying, Ji-wook put on his hat and left the restaurant first, just in case they were seen by others.

    As Si-heon finished paying and was about to turn around, Jin So-yi's voice suddenly reached him.

    "Why are you so bad at this?"

    "Maybe it's because my nails are short."

    "Give it here. I'll do it for you."

    Turning his head, he saw Jin So-yi sitting at the bar, talking to a man. It was the man who had visited the company during lunchtime.

    So-yi, seeing the man fumbling with the key ring, finally reached out her hand. She attached the key ring to the car key, then handed it back to the man. Was that what she had given him earlier in the day?

    "Oh?! Representative!"

    Just then, So-yi's eyes widened in surprise, as if she had seen a ghost. Her cheeks were bright red from how much she had drunk.

    "So the appointment you mentioned earlier was here, it seems."

    "Ah... yes."

    So-yi, who had stood up, quickly patted her cheeks. As if that would make her already flushed cheeks return to their normal color.

    "It seems my girlfriend has had a bit too much to drink. Would it be alright if I took her home?"

    Si-heon said to Do-hoon with an indifferent expression.

    "No, Representative. That's..."

    She had to go with Hye-na when she came back from the restroom... The words wouldn't come out.

    "Yes, please do."

    Do-hoon replied awkwardly. Si-heon walked over to So-yi's seat, picked up her bag and coat. He gently put his arm around So-yi's shoulder, who was standing awkwardly, and led her out of the restaurant.

    In the hallway, So-yi blinked her round eyes and looked up at Si-heon. His eyes were hardened, as if he was angry.

    "I thought you were meeting a friend when you said you had plans. I didn't expect you to be meeting a man?"

    Si-heon asked in a heavy voice, his gaze fixed on So-yi.

    "No, it's not like that."

    Just as she was flinching, feeling unnecessarily intimidated even though she hadn't done anything wrong, she made eye contact with Hye-na, who was coming out of the restroom behind Si-heon.

    And then the elevator arrival chime rang. She was about to awkwardly say something to Hye-na when Hye-na, who had roughly caught on to the situation, gestured for her to go, saying it was okay.

    Eventually, So-yi silently followed Si-heon into the elevator. Si-heon took out his phone from his jacket's inner pocket, called someone, and told them to go ahead. It seemed he had been with someone else.

    The sky had been damp and gloomy all evening, as if it would rain, and when they left the store, heavy rain was pouring down.

    Perhaps because it was raining, a designated driver couldn't be found, so Si-heon ended up calling Jang-woo, who lived nearby.

    As she sat in the back seat of Si-heon's car, waiting for Jang-woo, So-yi hesitated and opened her mouth, feeling like she should say something.

    "Were you eating there too, Representative?"

    Si-heon nodded, his gaze fixed on his phone screen. Then he said nothing. The stifling silence made So-yi's mouth go dry. She wished Jang-woo, the secretary, would arrive quickly.

  
    

    May 17, 2024

    "It seems you met a friend."

    Si-heon, who had been looking at his phone for a long time, finally opened his mouth.

    "Yes. He's a high school friend."

    "I believe I told you to be careful about scandals."

    "Oh, it's not like that. He's just a friend."

    The light from his phone screen cast shadows on Si-heon's face. Perhaps because of the darkness, he seemed to be in a very bad mood.

    "Shall we be a bit more careful? Especially in places where many people are watching."

    "What? I just met a friend... And earlier, it was..."

    "I'm not asking who you met, I'm saying we should be careful, right now."

    She wanted to say that she had come with Hye-na, but Si-heon cut her off.

    Si-heon slowly turned his head, his eyes sharp. He seemed to be smiling, yet his gaze was chilling.

    The soft look he had when they kissed in front of her house yesterday was nowhere to be found.

    "Hyung, have you been waiting long? On days like this, designated drivers are hard to catch... Oh? Ms. Jin So-yi is here too!"

    Just then, Jang-woo spoke in a cheerful voice and got into the car. Thanks to him, she could breathe a little easier, but the tightness in her chest remained.

    Si-heon's car drove smoothly on the road without a single faint sound. Was it the alcohol becoming stronger, or was the air inside the car stifling? So-yi was enduring a suffocating silence.

    Jang-woo's furtive glances at So-yi and Si-heon in the back seat through the rearview mirror felt burdensome, and Si-heon's silence, as he stared at his phone with a stiff expression, was somehow unsettling.

    Was he very angry because of the incident with Baek Do-hoon earlier? Even if he was a man, he was just a close friend with no romantic feelings whatsoever.

    As she let out a quiet sigh, her phone vibrated. It was a call from Do-hoon. So-yi hurriedly pressed the decline button and sent a message.

    [Almost home.]

    [Okay, call me later.]

    [Got it, I'll call you when I get home.]

    She sent the message to Do-hoon and adjusted her posture, making eye contact with Si-heon. His direct gaze made her feel somehow self-conscious.

    It seemed he was looking at her eyes, and then her lips. His dry gaze, without a hint of a smile, made So-yi feel embarrassed, so she opened her mouth.

    "Why, why?"

    And at Si-heon's reply, So-yi's eyes widened.

    "Because you're pretty."

    Jang-woo, sitting in the driver's seat, cleared his throat, khup.

    So-yi's cheeks flushed, and she quickly turned her head to look out the window. Her heart pounded wildly. She knew it was a meaningless remark, but her pulse raced uncontrollably.

    Don't fall for him more, don't waver. Don't let your heart beat on its own.

    She repeated this to herself countless times whenever she saw Si-heon. But at that one word, 'pretty,' her heart crumbled recklessly.

    'Because you're pretty.'

    That one word, whispered in a low voice.

    'You're pretty too.'

    The memory of that night, which she had barely suppressed, came back to her. Was it because of the soju she hadn't had in a long time? She felt hot, and a fever rose.

    While she was frantically fanning herself to cool down, they had already arrived in front of her house.

    Upon arriving at So-yi's house, Si-heon sent Jang-woo on an errand. To go to the convenience store and buy hangover remedies.

    As soon as Jang-woo got out of the car, Si-heon opened his mouth.

    "Don't meet anyone for a month."

    "What? Baek Do-hoon?"

    "Then, would I be telling you not to meet me?"

    "No... he's just a friend..."

    "Didn't you check the contract and sign it?"

    His voice was calm, but the end of his words was sharp.

    "I did check it. Not to create scandals. But Do-hoon and I can absolutely never have a scandal."

    So-yi gave an awkward laugh, saying that they'd known each other for ten years, and if anything was going to happen, it would have happened by now.

    "That's just what Jin So-yi thinks. I'm talking about what people see right now."

    But Si-heon was firm.

    "Then is it okay to meet in a group?"

    "No."

    "Why?!"

    "Scandals can happen even in group settings."

    Not being able to meet in a group meant she couldn't join her friends' gatherings for an entire month.

    She wanted to refute him further, but at Si-heon's coldly settled expression, she simply let her shoulders droop in defeat.

    Si-heon's forehead creased at So-yi's sigh, which sounded like disappointment.

    What was she thinking when she signed the contract if she couldn't even understand such a minor clause?

    Si-heon's brow furrowed slightly, as if So-yi's sigh displeased him.

    "Ms. Jin So-yi."

    "Yes...?"

    "I'm in a situation where I need rumors that I'm dating Jin So-yi. Wouldn't it be problematic if rumors spread that I'm dating a woman who acts easy with any man?"

    A woman who acts easy with any man. So-yi felt her heart drop to the floor.

    Si-heon had indeed curved the corners of his lips, but he didn't seem to be smiling. He was coldly pointing out a contractual clause.

    Even so, "a woman who acts easy." She felt his words were a bit too harsh, and she tightened her grip on her bag.

    "Men, you can meet many after the contract ends. Right now, you're dating me, aren't you?"

    Unlike his gentle voice, the meaning behind his words was blunt.

    Her feelings were a bit hurt, but she couldn't refute him. His words weren't wrong.

    A contract was a contract, after all.

    She had effectively been drinking with another man while dating him, so it was understandable that he would be displeased.

    So-yi swallowed dryly, processing and organizing the situation, then adjusted her posture.

    She slowly opened her mouth to say that she wasn't involved with Do-hoon, but she would abide by the contract and not meet him for a month.

    "Representative. First of all... we're not in the kind of relationship you think we are. If you misunderstood..."

    "Ms. Jin So-yi. Are my words difficult to understand? I'm not interested in what kind of relationship Jin So-yi has with Baek Do-hoon. I'm just urging you to abide by the terms of the contract you signed yourself, right now."

    Si-heon's voice gained more force. Annoyance was etched in his finely creased brow. So-yi, her words instantly cut off, blinked her large eyes.

    "Try to be a little tense."

    Annoyance was subtly mixed with his chilling gaze. Her mind snapped alert. She felt as if she had made a huge mistake. Cold sweat ran down her back.

    Her pupils shook uncontrollably as he coldly pointed out their positions as甲方 and 乙方 (client and service provider).

    After a short, annoyed sigh, Si-heon picked up the luxurious shopping bag next to him.

    "And since this is a gift..."

    "Oh... it's okay. You don't have to give me things like this."

    Si-heon tried to take something out and hand it to her, but So-yi hurriedly cut him off.

    She couldn't accept a gift in this situation. She hadn't started this relationship expecting anything from him anyway, so she didn't want gifts.

    As she was about to unbuckle her seatbelt to get out of the car, Si-heon's heavy voice hit her ears coldly.

    "I bought it for you to wear when you go to the alumni gathering tomorrow."

    Suddenly, So-yi's entire body, from her neck to the top of her head, flushed crimson. She couldn't think of anything. Her mind was filled only with the instinct to escape.

    So-yi quickly snatched the shopping bag and rapidly got out of the car. Her flushed face felt like it would explode. Without even opening her umbrella, she roughly shielded her head with her hand and quickly headed home.

    "Oh? Don't you want to take this..."

    Jang-woo mumbled, watching So-yi head home without looking back after bowing her head in greeting.

    In the midst of it all, he could see So-yi's neck and earlobes were flushed crimson.

    "What is it? What did they do in the car for her face to be so red?"

    Jang-woo, who had been blankly staring at So-yi's retreating figure, grinned and opened the driver's side door.

    "Hyung, here's the hangover remedy."

    "No thanks. When have you ever seen me take something like that?"

    "Then why did you tell me to buy it..."

    "I was going to give it to my girlfriend. But now I don't need a girlfriend anymore."

    Click, Jang-woo, who had fastened his seatbelt and was about to start the car, looked into the rearview mirror with a questioning expression.

    Si-heon, looking at his phone with an unenthusiastic expression, mumbled softly.

    "I made her sober up completely."

    He spoke with a dry expression, devoid of any humor, but Jang-woo cleared his throat once more.

    Jang-woo, looking at Si-heon with a satisfied expression, suppressed the corners of his lips and started the car.

    Back home, So-yi huffed and threw the shopping bag onto the bed. Her face felt like it would burst.

    The unintentional breach of contract and her clumsy attempt at an excuse were all utterly embarrassing.

    "Even so... his words were too harsh."

    Her hurt feelings were entirely her own. After all, it was true that breaching the contract could have disrupted the Representative's plans.

    Indeed... why did she so readily agree to such a contract?

    "Ah... I'm such an idiot, really."

    Facing reality wasn't difficult. Her face just kept flushing with overwhelming embarrassment.

    So-yi buried her face in her hands and collapsed onto the bed as if falling.

    Her earlier self, so strongly rejecting the gift, thinking she didn't need one, flashed in her mind again. She felt like she would die from embarrassment.

    Why did I think, without an ounce of doubt, that he bought it as a gift for me?

    His voice, saying he bought it for her to wear to the gathering tomorrow, echoed in her ears again.

    "I really need to get a grip. I must have unconsciously thought I was close enough to be the Representative's girlfriend."

    While she was mumbling to herself with a blank expression, her phone vibrated.

  
    

    May 18, 2024

    [You're not home yet?]

    It was Do-hoon. So-yi picked up her phone and called Do-hoon immediately.

    "I'm home. Just got here a little while ago."

    -Really? Wanna meet for a bit? I'll come by your place.

    When So-yi didn't have a boyfriend, Do-hoon often came to her place with coffee.

    But it was the first time he'd said he'd come to her place knowing she was dating someone.

    "No. I'm tired."

    -Okay. See you next time then.

    Do-hoon's voice was full of disappointment.

    -But So-yi.

    Just as she was about to hang up, Do-hoon called her name.

    -You, that person... can't you not see him?

    "Huh?"

    -It just drives me crazy seeing it. It's so obvious you're going to suffer.

    As if I wouldn't see it myself... But what can I do? It's the path I chose.

    When I suffer later, just comfort me then, Do-hoon.

    While So-yi muttered to herself, giving no answer, Do-hoon continued.

    -I've never said anything like this before, no matter who you dated. But this time, it's really not right. So...

    "Do-hoon."

    So-yi interrupted Do-hoon, letting out a deep sigh.

    "I understand what you mean. Thank you. But I'll handle it well myself. Don't worry."

    She forced a smile, painfully pulling up the corners of her mouth, but something in her heart still ached heavily.

    So-yi vaguely fumbled out an excuse, saying she'd be too busy dating to meet for a while and asked for his understanding, then hung up.

    A dozen treadmills lined up neatly along a full-length window overlooking the entire cityscape of Seoul.

    Si-heon had been maintaining the same speed for nearly an hour. The rapidly moving treadmill belt made a harsh noise.

    A faint vibration buzzed from the watch on Si-heon's wrist, as he continued running with intense focus in his eyes.

    Beep.

    He finally pressed the Stop button, answering the call from Ji-wook.

    "Yes, speak."

    Si-heon took a deep breath, calmly controlling his rapid breathing.

    -I called to see if you got home safely. But you're not exercising, are you?

    Instead of answering, Si-heon wiped his sweat with a towel and took a sip of water.

    -You'll die if you exercise like that after drinking.

    "It's just a glass or two of wine. I won't die."

    -Anyway, was it Jin So-yi you met?

    "How do you know that?"

    Si-heon asked back, wondering how Ji-wook knew he met Jin So-yi when he had only told him to go ahead.

    -I was waiting for you on the first floor, and you told me to go ahead, so I was waiting for a designated driver, and I overheard someone coming out from behind.

    "What did they say?"

    -A woman said that Jin So-yi had come with her, but her boyfriend came and took her away.

    "A woman?"

    Si-heon slightly furrowed his brow. A woman? But she was clearly with a man?

    -They said they happened to meet Jin So-yi's high school friend at the restaurant and were together, but after Jin So-yi left, the atmosphere became awkward. So I heard they left right away.

    His head thumped.

    He had naturally assumed she had a date with a man and they were drinking together.

    -You said you'd come out together tomorrow, right? I might be a little late tomorrow because of filming. See you then.

    Si-heon hung up the phone and looked out the window again.

    The image of So-yi's cheeks flushing with embarrassment, above the dark nightscape of the city, came to mind.

    "Ugh, this is annoying."

    His head felt strange. Tangled thoughts kept blurring his vision. Si-heon refocused his gaze, which kept going blank, and headed to his room.

    In truth, his mind had already been a mess throughout his workout.

    From the moment she handed him the gift in front of the company to the scene of her affectionately sitting close and attaching the key holder to the man's car key, it had been on an endless loop for hours.

    This irritating emotion, which had seeped in during that brief moment, showed no sign of fading.

    It was the same on the way home when he glimpsed the message So-yi had sent to Do-hoon on her phone screen.

    [Almost home.]

    [Okay, call me later.]

    [Got it, I'll call you when I get home.]

    Reporting that she was going home, and saying she'd call later, bothered him.

    Even though it was a fake relationship proposed by him, he felt uncomfortable thinking she might be taking it too lightly.

    He thought he should send Jang-woo away for a moment and talk to her again when they arrived home, and as he turned his gaze, his eyes fell on So-yi.

    Her pupils shone clearly even in the deep darkness. The deep, beautiful black, suiting her fair skin, sparkled subtly.

    Even in the deep darkness, So-yi's two eyes, meeting his, were beautiful. They kept attracting his gaze as if drawn by a magnet. In that fleeting moment, his heart might have trembled slightly.

    Unfamiliar with the sensation, Si-heon furrowed his brows even more. His gaze, finally torn away from her eyes, moved to her lips. The bright red, like a perfectly ripe apple, looked sweet.

    It was sweet.

    Her lips, which he had tasted that night in Venice, were entirely sweet, as if coated in honey. He had planned to send her back to her room after a pleasant night, but he was the one who couldn't let go.

    Just as his focus blurred for a moment, a memory of that night unexpectedly surfaced, So-yi parted her lips.

    'Why, why?'

    She mumbled with her plump, red lips, asking why.

    'Because you're pretty.'

    At the words he unconsciously blurted out, Jang-woo coughed, khup.

    He pretended to be nonchalant and quickly averted his gaze, but he was dumbfounded. What on earth was he thinking when he said that?

    Si-heon roughly ran a hand through his hair. Unable to shake off the unpleasant and uncomfortable feeling, he stepped into the shower.

    He turned the shower lever, and warm water poured down. He stood under the water for a long time, collecting his thoughts.

    Could it be that he was jealous that his one-month fake girlfriend was with another man?

    A sudden thought crossed his mind, and Si-heon chuckled. Jealousy, he thought. The idea was so absurd that he covered his face with both hands and laughed.

    He shook his head, trying to dismiss it, but the stifling feeling in his chest remained.

    Si-heon turned down the water temperature even more. The weather had grown colder as November set in, but it didn't matter. To cool this burning heat, it seemed he would have to finish his shower with cold water again today.

    The office was noisy from early morning.

    "Assistant Manager Jin! Did you get a necklace as a gift?"

    "Wow! This is Van Cleef & Arpels!"

    She regretted not wearing it on her way home from work. She had put it on without thinking, as Si-heon told her to wear it to his alumni gathering today, and now the employees swarmed around her like bees, seeing the necklace on So-yi's neck.

    "Wow, I'm so jealous. Isn't this over ten million won?"

    So-yi's pupils rapidly quivered. It was that expensive?

    "That's right. It's the most expensive design in the Alhambra line."

    Hye-na answered for her. The employees' gazes all focused on the four-leaf clover-shaped pendant with subtle white mother-of-pearl inlay.

    "Wow, but Assistant Manager Jin's neck is so slender and her skin is so fair, it really suits you..."

    "Isn't everyone preparing for the meeting?"

    Team Leader Kwak shouted, as if pouring cold water over the praise. The warmth from So-yi's necklace instantly subsided.

    Employees quickly returned to their seats, clicking their mice. Shhh, the sound of the printer warming up could be heard, and the employees' proposals began to print out one by one.

    The compensation support team held monthly meetings to find improvements based on customer complaints about call quality, and today, Si-heon was also attending.

    So-yi firmly set her lips to completely wash away yesterday's humiliation. She must not show him her fumbling, foolish self again.

    But So-yi's eyes, which had been full of determination, began to tremble with embarrassment.

    "Assistant Manager Jin, are you not ready yet?"

    Everyone had moved to the conference room, but So-yi was still clicking her mouse with a heavily distorted expression.

    "Team Leader! Assistant Manager Jin says her proposal file is gone!"

    Hye-na, standing next to her with an anxious expression, answered instead.

    "What?"

    "No, I clearly saved it and even checked it before turning off the computer yesterday..."

    "Assistant Manager Jin, are you crazy? Did you forget that the Representative is attending today's meeting? Or, do you think it's okay to be sloppy because you're dating the Representative?"

    Team Leader Kwak's voice screamed as if to tear her ears. Team Leader Kwak's words went too far, but So-yi couldn't find the timing to refute her.

    The shock of the proposal file vanishing without a trace was too great. She was so dumbfounded that her hands were trembling.

    "No, I definitely wrote it. I saved it yesterday and checked it again..."

    "Just go to the conference room for now. I'll report that Assistant Manager Jin's proposal was not prepared, so be aware of that..."

    "I can present even without the proposal file."

    "What?"

    Team Leader Kwak gave a dumbfounded look at the statement that she could present even without the proposal.

    "I remember all the content, but it's just so embarrassing that I can't show the supporting data or charts."

    So-yi bit her lip, letting out a sigh.

    In truth, she tried even harder to find it because Si-heon was attending. She wanted to make up for her mistake. He must already be disappointed in her, so how pathetic would he find her if he saw her work was a mess?

    "Then let's go for now. Meeting time is almost up."

    Hye-na patted So-yi, as if there was nothing they could do. Finally, So-yi gave up searching for the proposal file, sighing regretfully.

    "Nothing we can do. I'll ask for understanding and present."

    Even though her team member was trying to present somehow, Team Leader Kwak's distorted expression showed no sign of smoothing out.

    "Wow, as expected of Jin So-yi. You're amazing."

    "Let's go for now. Meeting time is almost up."

    Hye-na gave a thumbs-up, looking proud. Team Leader Kwak remained silent, still looking bewildered. Eventually, So-yi led her towards the conference room.

  
    

    May 19, 2024

    "There are continuous criticisms that the improvement of call quality has been neglected despite the recent increase in service fees. Do you have an appropriate solution?"

    At Si-heon's question, the employees one by one continued their presentations based on the proposals they had prepared.

    "Next, Assistant Manager Jin So-yi. You weren't able to prepare the PPT materials for the proposal?"

    Si-heon asked with an indifferent expression.

    "Yes. But I can still be present."

    "Go ahead."

    Si-heon leaned back in his chair and looked at So-yi.

    "I believe that investment in infrastructure advancement should be expanded to improve call quality. Earlier this year, there was a situation where a large number of customers left due to a customer information leak, and there was a head office directive to reduce facility investment in the second half. However, I believe we should capture the hearts of customers who have turned away by improving call quality."

    Although she had no PPT materials to show, So-yi continued her presentation with a confident expression.

    Some employees nodded, taking notes on So-yi's presentation, and Si-heon listened intently without any change in expression.

    "Earlier this year, due to the customer information leak, sales decreased by 2.1% compared to the previous year, and operating profit decreased by 16.7%. Wouldn't expanding investment in facilities and equipment for call quality improvement be too risky?"

    When So-yi's presentation ended, Si-heon asked.

    "If it's difficult to expand investment in facilities and equipment within the budget, I believe we can sufficiently attract investment through sales strategies that haven't been attempted until now."

    "For example?"

    "There are ways such as introducing a rate plan with a lower per-data unit price than the high-cost rate plan section to target customers who perceive H Telecom's rates as more expensive than other carriers, or by proposing communication network construction strategies in multiple facilities with high call volumes, in-building, or in highways and transportation."

    Having no PPT materials or printed documents, the employees, who had nowhere to fix their gaze, alternated their glances between So-yi and Si-heon.

    "I've listened well. Please send all the agenda items discussed today by email by tomorrow, and Assistant Manager Jin So-yi, please include specific plans when you send yours."

    Si-heon, who had been silent for a moment, slowly stood up, ending the meeting. As Si-heon left the conference room, sighs of relief could be heard as people relaxed in their seats.

    "Wow, Assistant Manager Jin. Is our Representative always so expressionless when he's on a date?"

    "Huh?"

    "I'm so curious what kind of expression he has when he's with Assistant Manager Jin. He's not that icy when he's with Assistant Manager Jin, is he?"

    "Does he even make loving expressions for Assistant Manager Jin?"

    So-yi smiled awkwardly, avoiding an answer. Yesterday, his expression was exactly like that. An icy expression.

    She couldn't bring herself to say yes to the question of whether he made loving expressions.

    "Everyone, go back to your offices. The meeting is over."

    Fortunately, at Team Leader Kwak's words, they all stood up one by one.

    "I received this from the secretary's office of Executive Director Choi Tae-sik of H Telecom headquarters."

    Jang-woo handed a document to Si-heon, who had returned to his representative's office after the meeting.

    "An apology letter?"

    Si-heon opened the document file and slightly furrowed his brows.

    "The secretary's office staff must have had a hard time writing this."

    Si-heon, who had read only a few lines, tossed the document onto his desk.

    "What should we do?"

    "What do you mean, 'what should we do'? You're not suggesting we just let it go with this one apology letter, are you?"

    "Representative..."

    "You heard it too. Even if the person concerned didn't hear it directly, this is clear sexual harassment."

    "Still, they even sent an apology letter..."

    "Even an apology letter, you say. It's not enough even if we sue for defamation."

    "Hyung...!"

    Perhaps Yoo-kyung had instructed him to persuade Si-heon well, as Jang-woo took another step closer to Si-heon with a flustered expression.

    "Jang-woo. Imagine your girlfriend heard such words. And if a company executive was flirting and evaluating your girlfriend's appearance like that. Would you have stayed silent?"

    He wasn't wrong. No matter who it was, not just Si-heon, if they had heard such words, they naturally wouldn't have been able to tolerate it.

    "You're right, I couldn't tolerate it. It's right not to tolerate it, Hyung. But you know if this gets bigger, it'll hit the media. Of course, the media and the public would cheer if you delivered appropriate retribution against inappropriate sexual harassment. But you know very well that the shareholders think differently. Especially since they're already uncomfortable after the last incident of harsh words..."

    As Si-heon expected, Jang-woo began to persuade Si-heon as if he had made up his mind.

    "...So, just this once, Hyung, please close your eyes and accept the apology. I'll do whatever it takes to make sure this never reaches Ms. Jin So-yi's ears."

    While listening to Jang-woo's fervent words, Si-heon, who had been tapping the armrest with his fingertips, replied in a clear voice.

    "I'll think about it, so you can leave."

    "Yes?"

    Jang-woo asked again, as if to confirm he had heard correctly.

    "You said we'd accept the apology, didn't you?"

    He hadn't expected him to agree to think about it so readily.

    "If you don't like it, contact headquarters immediately."

    "Ah, no! No! Then, I'll send a reply to Executive Director Choi Tae-sik's secretary's office on my own for now."

    Jang-woo hurriedly left the representative's office, lest Si-heon change his mind.

    Si-heon also had no intention of blowing things up.

    The stock price had already fluctuated greatly due to the customer information leak, and if Executive Director Choi's precarious remarks were also revealed, it was clear as day that it would cause enormous repercussions.

    Even now, just thinking about Executive Director Choi's nonsense made him furious to the core. A woman is good for enjoyment, he thought.

    Si-heon ran a hand over his lips, recalling So-yi in the conference room a little while ago.

    'To improve call quality, investment in infrastructure advancement should be expanded...'

    'By introducing a rate plan with a lower per-data unit price than the high-cost rate plan section...'

    Her ability to continue the presentation without any disruption, despite having no PPT materials, and her clear pronunciation. The neatness felt from her upright posture. Her sparkling eyes.

    So-yi's calm demeanor during the presentation kept flickering before his eyes.

    He was even more surprised because he had been greatly disappointed by Team Leader Kwak's report that she hadn't prepared the proposal.

    Even without the proposal, she calmly finished her presentation. She was composed even in response to his unexpected questions. And her answers were quite satisfactory.

    She must have been offended by his blunt words after going home like that yesterday, but she showed no sign of it at all.

    Her unyielding expression and confident voice. His concern that she might not even make eye contact if she was upset was merely a baseless worry.

    As if nothing had happened, So-yi's eyes were full of strength. The occasional smile was as gentle as spring sunshine.

    And the necklace on her neck.

    The necklace, subtly shining on her fair neckline, sparkled and emitted light with So-yi's movements. No, it seemed as if light was simply emanating from her neckline.

    It seemed to suit her quite well. Si-heon unconsciously smiled.

    In just one night, the emotional temperature swung between extremes. He kept letting out hollow laughs at a situation he had never experienced before.

    Yesterday, he was so irritated and angry, but today he was grinning like a madman.

    Was he really crazy?

    Jin So-yi.

    He thought she was an ordinary woman, but she kept bothering him. It was like an itch somewhere, but he couldn't pinpoint where it was itching.

    She bothers him.

    "Overtime tonight?"

    Hye-na slid her chair closer to So-yi. It was almost quitting time, but So-yi was engrossed in writing her proposal.

    "Probably? I have to finish the proposal again today, so work will be a bit late."

    "Didn't you say you were going to a gathering with the Representative today?"

    Her heart thumped at the appointment with Si-heon, which she had momentarily forgotten. During the meeting, she had forced herself to endure her constantly trembling heart.

    She had screamed a million times in her head, 'Don't fall for him more,' but at the word 'Representative,' her heart thumped again.

    "Uh-huh, I told him I might be late."

    "Ask the team leader if you can submit the proposal by tomorrow. Anyway, the Representative also told everyone to send it by email by tomorrow."

    "Would that work?"

    So-yi shook her head, saying she had already asked.

    "She said she's collecting everything today and will send it by email tomorrow."

    "What kind of spite is that?"

    Hye-na clicked her tongue, as if she hadn't expected it. So-yi just gave a hollow laugh.

    In truth, Team Leader Kwak's overtime directive was secretly welcome today. A gathering with the Representative's university alumni? Just the thought of sitting and eating with them already made her feel indigestion.

    'Won't they be close friends? What if the fake relationship is exposed?'

    All day, her fingertips were sweating from anxiety. It was a continuous string of nervousness, like an interview.

    She was even grateful to Team Leader Kwak for the excuse of being able to attend a little late due to the proposal.

    "No, but where on earth did that proposal file disappear to?"

    But no matter how much she thought about it, it was baffling. It wasn't like an incomplete file was left; the entire proposal file itself had vanished.

    "Didn't you delete it when you deleted the data folder?"

    "Then it should at least be in the recycle bin..."

    "Or you didn't save it at all."

    "I don't know. It feels like I'm possessed."

    So-yi shook her head slightly.

    "Good luck. I'll head out first."

    Hye-na said goodbye in a sympathetic voice. One by one, the other employees also left the office.

    Had there ever been a time when quitting time was so unwelcome? So-yi sighed softly.

    She desperately wanted to relax with a cup of coffee and write the proposal, but thinking of Si-heon waiting made her feel uneasy.

    "Team Leader. I just sent it by email."

    So-yi, who had finally finished writing the proposal, stood up from her seat. Leaving Team Leader Kwak, who didn't reply to her goodbye, So-yi left the office.

    She got on the elevator, pressed the button, and looked in the mirror. This small necklace cost over ten million won. So-yi, fiddling with the pendant with her fingertips, smiled bitterly.

    It hit her again how far away Cha Si-heon was, how different his world was.

    [I just finished.]

    She took out her phone, sent a message to Si-heon, and then turned her head. In the mirror, the Representative's fake girlfriend was smiling awkwardly.
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    "If your friends ask anything related to me, just smile and don't answer. I'll answer everything myself."

    As they got into the car, Si-heon gave a few instructions. So-yi swallowed hard and nodded.

    "And."

    As if to reach the peak of anxiety, Si-heon paused for a moment before continuing.

    "Don't go running up to actor Choi Ji-wook acting all excited."

    "What? Actor Choi Ji-wook?"

    So-yi tilted her head.

    "Even if you're a fan, you're attending this gathering as my girlfriend. So don't make it obvious."

    Only then did she vaguely recall mentioning that actor Choi Ji-wook was her ideal type.

    "Ah, yes. Understood."

    So, he was friends with actor Choi Ji-wook.

    She wasn't an extreme fan, but she had always thought he was a handsome actor who was also good at acting. The thought of actually seeing him made her a little nervous.

    His passionate performance in a recently released movie came to mind, making her even more excited.

    A moment later, So-yi blinked her eyes wide, seeing Ji-wook smiling brightly in front of her.

    "Hello, I'm Choi Ji-wook. Nice to meet you."

    They met Ji-wook in the fine dining elevator upon their arrival with Si-heon. He said he had just arrived because filming ended a bit late.

    "I hear you're a fan of mine."

    The person she had only been able to see on screen until recently was now smiling charmingly and greeting her.

    "Yes, hello. I'm Jin So-yi."

    So-yi quickly composed herself and greeted Ji-wook.

    "I've heard a lot about you. I wondered how the legendary Cha Si-heon could fall in love at first sight, but seeing you in person, I understand why."

    "Thank you."

    So-yi blushed at Ji-wook's comment about love at first sight. In fact, she was even more embarrassed because she was the one who had fallen in love at first sight.

    "You said you were late because of overtime tonight? Your company's CEO must be terrible. Making you work so late."

    "The Representative didn't make me. I had a proposal that wasn't submitted on time, so I ended up being late."

    So-yi quickly replied to shake off the memory of that night.

    "Wow, are you defending your boyfriend so he doesn't get criticized?"

    "Oh, no. It's not like that..."

    The elevator doors opened while she was flustered by Ji-wook's playful remark.

    "Let's go in quickly. The others have already arrived and are having dinner."

    So-yi desperately tried to cool her suddenly flushed face and forced a smile. Her whole body instantly heated up at the forgotten memory of that night.

    She had barely managed to shake off that incident and cool down when Si-heon suddenly gently took one of her hands.

    Thump-thump, her heart pounded.

    "Whoa, Cha Si-heon. You had this side to you?"

    Ji-wook's eyes widened. He looked back and forth between So-yi and Si-heon's hands, then laughed, shook his head, and opened the door for them.

    So-yi's pulse still beats loudly and fiercely.

    Inside the restaurant's private room, where they entered with Ji-wook, several of Si-heon's university alumni were seated.

    His friends had already finished their meal and were having a glass of wine, so So-yi also sat among them and began to sip her wine.

    "But the role you played in your recent movie, wasn't that just you?"

    One friend asked Ji-wook.

    "Really? Am I that charming?"

    "What, why are you pretending to be innocent? Do you think titles like 'global star,' 'Hallyu star,' 'rising star' are given to just anyone?"

    Ji-wook gave an awkward laugh.

    "Right, Ms. So-yi? Our Ji-wook is very popular, isn't he?"

    The man asked So-yi. She had been thinking she'd seen him somewhere before, and now she realized he was the man who had been in the news as the next successor of JD Chemical.

    So-yi nodded as if she had been waiting, and opened her mouth.

    "That's right. Especially as Kim Do-jun in Sweet City, his witty banter made him incredibly popular. But I also really loved his role as Jung Han-seok, the kind, sunny guy, in Spring Light, which was recently released."

    "Oh, Ms. So-yi. You seem to like movies?"

    "I was also active in a movie club in high school and college."

    Perhaps it was the wine, but So-yi, her cheeks flushed, smiled.

    "Oh, even a club? What's your favorite movie?"

    "The Notebook."

    When the topic of movies came up, So-yi's expression noticeably brightened. Si-heon's friends, who had been sitting tensely, seemed pleased to see So-yi's eyes sparkle as she answered, and they paid even closer attention to her words.

    "And Secret, Be With You, and October are my life movies."

    "Oh? Isn't October Ji-wook's work too?"

    "Yes, that's right. Even then, actor Choi Ji-wook's acting was so impressive."

    Si-heon's expression gradually began to harden. One of his friends, oblivious, asked Si-heon.

    "Cha Si-heon, don't you not like watching movies?"

    "Not really. I'm not very interested in other people's stories."

    So-yi looked at Si-heon, as if she couldn't understand.

    "Other people's stories? The emotions and lessons contained in a single story can sometimes be of such great help to me."

    Si-heon just smiled silently.

    "Oh, then what emotions and lessons did Jin So-yi gain from that movie?"

    The next successor of JD Chemical asked.

    "The common thread in the three movies, Secret, Be With You, and October, is love that transcends time. Love achieved by overcoming the irresistible force of time that makes it impossible to be together. Watching such movies, people learn the faith to risk everything for true love."

    While he couldn't empathize with why one should risk everything for love, Si-heon nodded.

    "No, Cha Si-heon doesn't need to watch movies."

    Someone else among the friends said playfully. He seemed to be the son of the Hanlim Construction CEO.

    "His life is just like a movie, isn't it, Ms. So-yi?"

    "What?"

    "He went to Italy for some fresh air and fell in love with Ms. So-yi at first sight, just like in a movie. Kch, how romantic is that?"

    His friends laughed loudly, agreeing.

    "No matter how I think about it, it just feels unreal. Cha Si-heon falling in love at first sight."

    "Tell me about it. I never thought Cha Si-heon, of all people, would be like this."

    "Three years of middle school, three years of high school, and four years of college. If you count his time in the military, I've seen Cha Si-heon for over 10 years. I just can't get used to it."

    "Even the phrase 'love at first sight' itself lacks realism. Cha Si-heon didn't close a deal on their first meeting; he fell in love."

    His friends all shook their heads, laughing as if they couldn't believe Si-heon's actions.

    So-yi subtly glanced at Si-heon, who was calmly drinking water. She thought he might have succeeded even if he had become an actor.

    "What do your parents do?"

    Just then, a sharp voice froze the air in the room.

    From the moment she first entered the room, a sharp gaze had persistently clung to her, and finally, it threw a pointed question.

    "Jang Ha-young. Why should my girlfriend tell you that?"

    Si-heon chuckled, answering for Ha-young. She had been pondering how to react, as he usually told her to just smile and not answer.

    "I just asked. Why are you so serious about it?"

    Ha-young pouted, as if embarrassed, and someone else, trying to change the atmosphere, asked Si-heon.

    "Anyway, what happened during Cha Si-heon's meeting yesterday?"

    The atmosphere grew even colder.

    "Right. Our company's internal bulletin board was abuzz with that story yesterday and today."

    "Why ask about something that happened during someone else's company meeting?"

    Ji-wook quickly cut in.

    "It wasn't just anyone; it was Cha Si-heon, so everyone's dying of curiosity. They said something happened with Executive Director Choi Tae-sik."

    "From what I heard, Executive Director Choi Tae-sik didn't say anything terribly wrong?"

    Ha-young lifted her wine glass, one corner of her mouth twitching, as if she knew something.

    "Jang Ha-young. Why don't you fix your habit of carelessly blurting things out when you don't even know the full story?"

    Ji-wook, who had been conversing with a gentle expression until now, spoke in a much colder voice.

    "What did I say? I just relayed what I heard."

    Ha-young said, glaring at So-yi with sharp eyes.

    So-yi quickly averted her gaze and picked up the wine glass in front of her. She hadn't done anything wrong, but she felt as uncomfortable as if the chair were full of thorns.

    "Yes, Jang Ha-young. Even if it's just something you heard, get the facts straight before you pass it on. So you don't embarrass yourself later."

    "But it's true, isn't it? Cha Si-heon has been with Daehan Electronics' granddaughter from way back..."

    "Jang Ha-young!"

    Ji-wook, unable to listen any longer, scowled and raised his voice.

    "Oh, you scared me. Why are you so serious?"

    So-yi was also startled by Ji-wook's sudden outburst. But everyone only watched Si-heon's reaction, and no one sided with Ha-young. It seemed something serious had indeed happened during the meeting.

    Just then, Si-heon, frowning slightly, lifted his wrist to check his watch.

    "I think we should leave now."

    "Right. Everyone has to go to work tomorrow."

    As Si-heon stood up, everyone began to tidy their seats one by one.

    So-yi also rose from her seat, led by Si-heon, who still held her hand tightly.

    "Ms. Jin So-yi. It was nice to meet you. Let's meet again next time."

    Ji-wook, who had come with them to the parking lot, smiled gently again, as if he hadn't raised his voice at all earlier.

    "Yes, it was very nice to meet you too."

    In fact, while he wasn't truly So-yi's ideal type, Ji-wook's charisma shown today immediately made her understand why he had earned the title of "Nation's Actor" so quickly.

    When he smiled, he was infinitely gentle, but his resolute voice held power. Perhaps that's why So-yi's eyes shone brightly as she looked at Ji-wook.
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    "Be careful going in."

    Si-heon's voice cut off their exchange of glances. Ji-wook turned to Si-heon, smiled gently, and bid farewell.

    "Alright, see you again next time. See you again, Ms. So-yi."

    After getting into the car, So-yi kept watching Si-heon's reaction. Si-heon's expression was dark. He had acted so nonchalantly, even holding her hand earlier.

    No, he had smiled easily even when they kissed in front of her house. Today and yesterday, his expression was utterly frigid. Was he trying to draw a clear line in case she developed feelings for him?

    The suffocatingly silent air was so awkward that she felt she had to say something.

    "Actor Choi Ji-wook is much more handsome in person."

    In fact, actor Choi Ji-wook was gentler and more charming than she had expected. Her tense feelings had calmed down at Ji-wook's bright smile.

    "He has good manners too. And his voice sounds much better in person. Thank you so much for letting me meet actor Choi Ji-wook in real life."

    That's why she chattered on even more. To let him know she wouldn't fall for him, not to worry. That her ideal type was a man like actor Choi Ji-wook.

    So-yi, who had turned her head towards Si-heon with a happy expression, flinched.

    Si-heon's expression had grown even darker. Her chattering suddenly felt embarrassing.

    She quickly turned her head and gazed out the window. She felt an immediate surge of awkwardness, as if she had been acting overly friendly on her own. Was he still upset about yesterday's incident?

    'Actually, it's true. Cha Si-heon has been with the Daehan Electronics heiress from way back...'

    Suddenly, Ha-young's words came to mind. Could his ex-girlfriend be the Daehan Electronics heiress? Is that why his mood had suddenly plummeted like this?

    So-yi thought Si-heon must not have completely forgotten her. That must be why he was suggesting this fake relationship.

    Judging by how much he seemed to be ignoring her chatter beside him, it seemed he still missed her greatly.

    The quiet car, suffocatingly still, slowly filled with the warm air from the heater.

    So-yi leaned her head against the headrest and gazed out the window. Si-heon's hands gripping the steering wheel were reflected on the dark windowpane.

    Her chest ached with a heavy heart.

    No matter how many times she resolved not to fall for him, not to have a one-sided crush, her heart would pound wildly whenever his large hand gently enveloped hers.

    'I'm such a fool. To be this excited and happy just from holding hands once. For a man who still hasn't forgotten another woman...'

    She hated feeling foolishly excited and giddy all by herself. So-yi bit her lip.

    'How am I supposed to endure a whole month like this...?'

    She kept letting out low sighs to herself, as if trying to soothe her stifling chest.

    "This isn't the way to my house, is it?"

    After driving for a while, So-yi asked, realizing it wasn't the way home.

    "You haven't had dinner yet."

    Due to the sudden overtime, she had finished work late and hadn't had a proper dinner. In fact, her stomach was feeling a little raw from only sipping wine on an empty stomach.

    "It's okay. I can just eat something simple at home."

    Surely he wasn't suggesting they eat together now? Sitting across from him and eating would be even more agonizing.

    Just as she parted her lips to say she would just go home again, Si-heon's car slowly stopped in front of the main entrance of Cha-han Hotel.

    "Ah, no! I..."

    Surely, he wasn't suggesting they eat here, So-yi thought, hastily trying to wave her hands, when the passenger window smoothly rolled down.

    "I ordered it in advance when we left."

    As if Si-heon's words were true, an employee who had been waiting at the main entrance approached the car. The man politely handed over a shopping bag with both hands.

    "Take it."

    So-yi, who had been staring blankly, quickly reached out her hand. The employee bowed again. Shhh, the heavily tinted passenger window silently rolled back up.

    "Ah... how embarrassing."

    So-yi, upon entering her house, buried her face in her hands and flopped onto the sofa.

    "I almost jumped to conclusions when the other person wasn't even thinking of giving."

    The memory of her hastily waving her hands, thinking he meant to dine together at the hotel restaurant, came back to her.

    "If he was going to buy me dinner anyway, he could have told me in advance. When on earth did he order it?"

    After leaving the gathering with his friends and getting into the car, he hadn't made any calls.

    "Ah... he seemed to be sending a message in the elevator earlier. Was that when he contacted them?"

    She had seen him take out his phone from his inner jacket pocket and send a message while still holding her hand. He probably requested the order from someone then.

    "What is this? He's not even a tsundere. When he's being cold, he's cold, but then why is he taking care of my dinner?"

    She separated her fingers and peeked at the shopping bag on the table. It meant he had stopped by Cha-han Hotel just to get this. She quickly shook her head to stop the surge of unnecessary emotion.

    "No. This could just be a show. Don't be moved."

    As she let out a quiet sigh, her phone vibrated. The name was gone, but it was a familiar number, Park Young-hyun.

    "Oh my gosh, what...?"

    So-yi pressed the decline button with a horrified expression. He must have been drinking to call at this hour. How much more nonsense was he going to spout?

    She shook her head rapidly, as if disgusted, when a message arrived.

    [So-yi. Come back to oppa now. You'll never last with Cha Si-heon anyway. You're just going to be abandoned, so why are you holding on?]

    The spelling and spacing were a mess. Reading his message felt like translating a foreign language, and it left her feeling dirty.

    "I'm so dumbfounded, I can't even get angry."

    So-yi coldly blocked his number.

    Right, now that she thought about it, the real reason she accepted this contract was because of Park Young-hyun.

    His words, saying he'd end it by letting her be the one who broke up.

    I have a purpose too. So let's just focus on the purpose. We're merely in a contractual relationship, having entered into a contract to achieve our respective goals.

    As if solidifying a solemn resolve, So-yi headed to the bathroom. Standing in front of the mirror, her eyes fell on the necklace. Everyone said it was pretty. But why did it feel so awkward to her?

    Since he said he bought it for her to wear to the gathering today, she would return it tomorrow.

    Don't covet what I cannot have. I need to erase all feelings now, so that not even a trace remains.

    She smiled bitterly and unclasped the necklace.

    Thump-thump, loud music filled the club, but the top floor room of Club Janus was chillingly silent.

    "Ugh, this is annoying."

    Ri-na angrily furrowed her brows as she stood by the window overlooking the stage. She had already come here once yesterday, and today she sought out the club again, saying she was in a bad mood.

    She often visited clubs to relieve stress, claiming she needed to maintain her image outside.

    After looking down at the people dancing closely together, Ri-na spun around.

    "Hey, you."

    An employee, who had been bowing with hands politely clasped as if guilty, snapped his head up.

    "Bring that here."

    As if he knew Ri-na's temper, he moved without hesitation. He quickly approached, holding the bottle of alcohol Ri-na had pointed to, and she snatched it.

    Thwack, with a sound, fragments of the bottle flew against the wall, scattering in all directions.

    "Ha, still annoying."

    She roughly ran a hand through her hair, as if her anger wouldn't subside.

    "Not only did her mother abandon me, but she brought that woman to the gathering?"

    Ri-na's eyes narrowed ferociously.

    "I've been too patient...!"

    This time, she reached out her hand and roughly swept the table. Glassware and dishes that had been set on top clattered noisily as they rolled across the marble floor.

    It was a story she had heard while having dinner with her friends.

    She felt like she was going crazy trying to control her expression when she heard that Si-heon had brought Jin So-yi to his university alumni gathering today. As she laughed it off, pretending it was nothing, her friends chattered even more.

    'Oh, and that woman was wearing the new Van Cleef & Arpels necklace, you know?'

    'Whoa? Did Senior Si-heon buy it for her?'

    'Of course he did. How else could she afford the Alhambra line?'

    Her mind went completely blank. He bought her a necklace? For that trashy woman?

    She clenched her teeth and pulled at the corners of her mouth to smile, when another friend, oblivious, probed.

    'But Yeon Ri-na, are you really not going to marry Senior Si-heon?'

    'Ah, yes. I told you, I'm not really interested in marriage. My parents kept making a fuss, so I reluctantly went on those blind dates.'

    'So, the marriage talks are completely off?'

    She should have taken the hint, but their persistent questioning made her blood boil even more. Who said she wasn't going to marry him?

    She had planned to be cool about him enjoying a woman before marriage. But how dare he bring such an insignificant woman to a gathering I haven't even been allowed to attend?

    "Aaaaagh! So annoying!"

    Fury boiling over, Ri-na stamped her foot and screamed like a maniac. Still not appeased, she picked up her phone and called someone.

    "Call back the kid I hired last time."

    -Oh, what do you need this time?

    "Don't fool around and just do what I tell you."

    -So touchy. Alright. Same method as last time?

    "Isn't that obvious?"

    -Okay, got it.

    Ri-na ended the call, her hands still trembling uncontrollably.

    The next morning, So-yi headed to the office earlier than usual. She planned to secretly return the necklace to Si-heon before other employees noticed.

    "Assistant Manager Jin So-yi from the Compensation Support Team has arrived."

    So-yi entered the representative's office with the help of the secretary.

    Si-heon was sitting at his desk, organizing some documents. As So-yi entered, he raised his head, glanced at her face, then lowered his head again and replied.

    "What is it?"

    "I wanted to return this to you."

    So-yi approached Si-heon's desk and placed the shopping bag on top.
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    Si-heon stared blankly at the shopping bag placed on his desk for a moment.

    No way. Did she come here just to return this?

    "Then, I'll be going now."

    So she did. She came here just to return this.

    So-yi bowed her head, bade farewell, and turned to leave. Si-heon sighed softly and called her name.

    "Ms. Jin So-yi."

    "Yes?"

    So-yi turned around, and Si-heon narrowed his brows tightly, closing and opening his eyes.

    "What are you trying to do right now?"

    A sense of distance instantly arose from his heavily subdued gaze.

    "Since I wore it to the gathering yesterday... I thought I wouldn't need it anymore."

    "Did you forget that the contract period is one month? If employees ask where the necklace went, are you going to tell them you returned it?"

    "Oh..."

    So-yi blinked her round eyes and replied softly.

    "I think I made it clear. Let's take this seriously."

    His cold, hardened expression and chilly voice seemed to freeze So-yi solid.

    Si-heon slowly rose from his seat and took out the box from the shopping bag on his desk.

    He opened the box, picked up the necklace, and strode towards So-yi.

    "If this goes wrong, I'll not only be utterly disgraced but could also miss out on something very important to me."

    So-yi looked up at Si-heon with frozen eyes. Si-heon, who seemed about to put the necklace on her himself, taking the end of the chain and draping it around the back of So-yi's neck, said in a dry voice.

    "Turn around for a moment."

    So-yi slowly turned her body.

    Perhaps because she was wearing a V-neck dress that revealed her neckline, her white, slender neck stood out even more.

    His vision slowly blurred as if he were possessed. His gaze kept falling on her transparently fair skin and smooth, wrinkle-free neckline.

    The memory of that night, when he had buried his lips in her nape and freely savored her scent, suddenly flashed through his mind. Zap, it felt as if electricity was coursing through him.

    Si-heon took a deep breath. He finally managed to tear his gaze away, which refused to leave her, and brought the two ends of the chain together.

    As he hooked the chain's clasp with his fingertip to fasten the necklace, his gaze once again drifted to So-yi's neckline.

    A subtle fragrance wafted from her neckline, extending from below her plump earlobe.

    Her skin, as if breathing on its own, exhaled sweet scents with every gentle breath.

    That night they spent time together in Venice. No matter how he thought about it, it felt like he had been enchanted. It must have been because of this subtly sweet fragrance.

    'I'm losing my mind.'

    Si-heon, regaining his composure, continuously cursed under his breath. He struggled with all his might to keep his gaze from scattering, barely managing to fasten the necklace.

    Just then, Si-heon's fingertips lightly brushed against her blemish-free, fair skin.

    So-yi's body warmth, touched for a fleeting moment, immediately spread throughout Si-heon's entire body. The warmth that spread instantly burned through his veins, quickly heating his blood.

    His breath paused for a moment. A vibrating thump from somewhere in his chest began to accelerate.

    Si-heon's cheeks quickly hardened at the sudden surge of sensation from that night.

    His reason, already lost control, was being consumed by instinct, drifting vaguely far away.

    Just as it was dangerously close, with no room for even a warning, So-yi turned her head.

    "...Representative?"

    Si-heon, who had been blankly staring at So-yi's neckline even after fastening the necklace, quickly came to his senses.

    As the hand that had been on her nape moved away, So-yi fully turned around and began to speak.

    "Then I'll wear the necklace for another month. My thinking was too shallow. I'll be more careful from now on. Anyway, if we cooperate well for a month, both you and I can achieve our desired goals."

    Her calm voice and gaze felt somewhat unfamiliar. The vitality in her round eyes had lost its light.

    So-yi bade farewell with an indifferent expression, showing no emotion.

    After So-yi left the room, Si-heon stood there for a long time.

    The sudden heat rising in him felt awkward. Has his body ever heated up like this on its own?

    He had met quite a few women and had intimate relationships. This was the first time he felt such an addiction-like impulse that paralyzed his reason, unlike the simple desire-driven urges he had experienced before.

    If So-yi had turned around just a moment later, he would have been stung by that dizzying poison and surely lost his mind.

    Si-heon ran a hand over his lips and exhaled deeply.

    "Hah... I'm going crazy."

    No matter how much he tried to calm down, his heart wouldn't obey. Every corner of his veins felt prickling hot, like they were burned. This sensation, felt for the first time in his life, was so strange that it was confusing.

    He calmly took another breath and squeezed his eyes shut.

    Get a grip. It's just because I'm so tired lately. Because I'm under a lot of stress.

    Don't waste time on trivial matters.

    Si-heon took several more deep breaths, controlling his breathing, then returned to his place.

    "Assistant Manager Jin! The Representative is coming to the staff dinner tonight, right?"

    As quitting time approached, employees gathered around So-yi's desk one by one, asking.

    "Yes, well. It's his first staff dinner since his inauguration, so he should probably show his face, shouldn't he?"

    So-yi smiled awkwardly. In truth, she hadn't known.

    It was rare for a representative to attend a team dinner, so she had naturally assumed he wouldn't come. But somehow, other employees already knew Si-heon was coming.

    "If you've finished your work, everyone, hurry to the dinner venue. I'll follow soon."

    Leaving Team Leader Kwak, who said she would finish tidying the office, So-yi headed to the dinner venue with her colleagues.

    "They said the Representative is paying tonight."

    Assistant Manager Yoon, sitting at the table next to So-yi, pulled up a chair with a glass of alcohol.

    "No wonder, I wondered why they ordered beef!"

    "Wow, I was trying to be discreet, but it's okay to eat as much as I want, right?"

    At Assistant Manager Yoon's information, the employees picked up their chopsticks with excited expressions.

    It was a restaurant they often visited for staff dinners, but it was the first time they had ordered beef. Everyone had been cautiously observing, wondering what was going on, but soon their faces brightened.

    "Is he paying because Assistant Manager Jin is here?"

    "Oh, come on, no way. He'd probably pay for other team dinners too."

    "But Assistant Manager Jin, when is our Representative arriving?"

    The question she hoped wouldn't be asked reached So-yi.

    "Ah, well..."

    "The Representative said he'd be a little late today, you didn't know that, did you?"

    Team Leader Kwak, sitting across from So-yi, asked, her lips slightly curled upwards.

    "Ah, no. I knew."

    Embarrassment spread through her. She hastily picked up her glass, afraid of being caught for not knowing about Si-heon's attendance at the dinner or that he'd be late.

    "Oh my gosh, Section Chief Han is coming."

    Hye-na's voice echoed in her mouth as if she were a ventriloquist. Following Hye-na's gaze, the HR team's Section Chief approached with a glass of alcohol.

    What harsh words was he going to spout today?

    So-yi's tense eyes quickly scanned the table. Thankfully, there were no empty seats.

    "Oh, I have something to talk about with Assistant Manager Kim over there..."

    Assistant Manager Yoon, who had pulled up a chair and sat down, quickly left. An empty seat appeared.

    "Assistant Manager Jin! You have to have a drink with me too!"

    He had already come with the intention of joining, so he would have found a seat somehow even if there wasn't one. So-yi sighed inwardly.

    "Assistant Manager Jin. Doing well these days?"

    Jung-hoon, who had naturally joined the table, leaned back arrogantly in his chair. They weren't close enough for him to use informal language, so Jung-hoon's abrupt question was somewhat uncomfortable.

    Not wanting to even retort, So-yi smiled awkwardly, raised her glass, and drank.

    "Oh, Assistant Manager Jin. Are you pretending to be innocent or what?"

    Jung-hoon thought So-yi was shy, so he raised his glass and lightly clinked it against So-yi's.

    "Honestly, our Representative isn't just any ordinary chaebol, is he? He's the youngest grandson of the Cha-han Group Chairman. The maternal grandson of the HS Group Chairman. And his father is the Chairman of Cha-han Life Group, his mother is the CEO of H Telecom. Did you really hit the jackpot?"

    He laughed loudly, seemingly delighted by something. So-yi tried to avoid his gaze and emptied her glass.

    "Oh my, Section Chief Han. What's this talk of 'hitting the jackpot,' as if this were the Joseon Dynasty?"

    "Oh, why not? Assistant Manager Jin is truly a Cinderella story of this era, isn't she?"

    Hye-na spoke with considerable force in her eyes, but Jung-hoon's mouth showed no sign of closing.

    "Well, shall we have a drink with Assistant Manager Jin, who might become our future Madame?"

    Jung-hoon smiled slyly and held out his glass. So-yi clenched her molars inside her mouth and picked up the bottle. As she filled Jung-hoon's glass and lowered the bottle, Jung-hoon quickly snatched it.

    "Oh, oh, I should give her some too. Assistant Manager Jin, who might become our future Madame, you must accept my glass too."

    "Ah, I'm just about..."

    Just as she was about to blurt out that she felt like getting drunk and wanted to stop drinking.

    "What, you've been drinking fine, you're not going to suddenly say you feel like getting drunk and can't drink anymore, are you?"

    Birds of a feather flock together, as they say. Team Leader Kwak, who usually seemed friendly with Section Chief Han, said this, sounding rather disappointed.

    "Really? Oh, if you don't want to drink, don't. I wouldn't dare force alcohol on the Representative's girlfriend."

    Section Chief Han made an exaggerated gesture, pretending to snatch So-yi's glass.

    "No, it's fine."

    So-yi smiled awkwardly and quickly gulped down her drink. The cold liquid warmly heated her esophagus.

    "Jin So-yi, if you don't want to eat it, don't."

    So-yi had a low alcohol tolerance, and she had already drunk quite a bit with Hye-na just a moment ago. Hye-na poked So-yi's side, seemingly worried.

    "Alright, alright, if you don't want to drink, you don't have to. You know me, I'm not that kind of superior."

    Jung-hoon said with a bright smile, pretending to be generous.

    Contrary to his brazen words, he was known for taking petty revenge on employees who displeased him. It was common for him to change or cancel approved vacation requests at the beginning of the month.

    "It's really fine."

    The sharp taste of alcohol remaining in her mouth pricked her nose, but she smiled brightly. Fortunately, tomorrow was Saturday.

    "Reaally? Then shall we go all out tonight? Future Madame?"

    Section Chief Han chuckled and picked up the bottle. Contrary to the title 'Madame,' there was no politeness in his tone or gaze.

    Like Team Leader Kwak's expression sitting across from So-yi, his lips were twisted in a smirk.
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    "Great work, everyone. We'll start testing next week, and the beta version absolutely must launch next month."

    The installation of Hi-Tech's IT system,

    "You'll drop by the staff for dinner, won't you?"

    Jang-woo asked as they left the company.

    "The dinner isn't over yet?"

    Si-heon raised his wrist to check his watch. It was already past 9 PM, and they were still having dinner. A hint of dismay crossed his face.

    "No, I just got a call asking when you'd arrive. It seems everyone's waiting to see you before they leave, Representative."

    Waiting? Si-heon scratched his forehead with his thumbnail.

    "Just drop by for a bit. You don't have anywhere else to go anyway."

    Unknowing of Si-heon's inner thoughts, Jang-woo led the way. The reason he had deliberately avoided work, feeling he needed to keep his distance for a while, became irrelevant since the dinner still hadn't ended.

    Jin So-yi must have been drinking, and he couldn't just leave his tipsy girlfriend behind. He had delayed his attendance, thinking he'd have to take So-yi home if he went to the dinner.

    He had already handed his card over to the team leader, but Jang-woo was persistent.

    "I apologize for my late attendance; work ran a bit longer than expected."

    As if they had truly been waiting only for Si-heon to arrive, all the employees' gazes converged on him at once. Si-heon offered a brief greeting, told them to continue enjoying the dinner, and turned to leave.

    "Please drive safely, Representative."

    The team leader followed, offering to see Si-heon off.

    "By the way... where is Ms. Jin So-yi?"

    "She drank quite a bit and just left a moment ago, saying she'd head home first."

    Si-heon's expression twisted at the team leader's report. He quickly scanned the restaurant, but So-yi was nowhere to be seen.

    "I see."

    He was more concerned about her having drunk a lot than about her leaving early. After exiting the restaurant, Si-heon immediately called So-yi.

    After a few rings, So-yi answered the phone.

    -Yes, Representative.

    Her voice was clear and crisp.

    -I drank a bit too much, so I left early.

    His heart throbbed at her gentle yet clear pronunciation.

    "Wait for me."

    Si-heon's voice, carefully composed to sound nonchalant, carried over the phone.

    "I'll take you home."

    Ending the brief call, Si-heon headed straight for So-yi. His resolve to keep his distance for a while had already been abandoned.

    "Do you usually drink this much?"

    Si-heon, driving slowly, spoke in a low, subdued voice.

    "No."

    So-yi fidgeted with her hands on her lap as she replied. If this was how it would be, why on earth did he offer to take her home?

    "Even when you drink, I'd prefer you keep track of your tolerance."

    Just like yesterday, his voice remained dry.

    "I didn't drink because I wanted to. I just couldn't help it."

    Perhaps it was the alcohol, but her answer came out immediately.

    "And while I am a little tipsy, it's not to the point where I'd black out."

    Unlike usual, there was no hesitation. In truth, she felt a bit wronged.

    She hadn't wanted to drink. She had wanted to refuse several times, but Jung-hoon was persistent. Calling her "future Madame," he half-jokingly filled her glass.

    Si-heon's eyebrows slightly curved at her words "couldn't help it," but So-yi didn't notice.

    "But Representative, there's something I want to ask you."

    As the stifling silence continued, So-yi spoke again.

    "Are you still upset about me meeting my friend?"

    After meeting Do-hoon, Si-heon had been cold all along. She felt like she couldn't continue like this.

    "Or are you trying to keep your distance because you're worried I might fall for you and cling to you?"

    She asked without hesitation, as if she had made up her mind.

    "...What?"

    "If that's the case, you absolutely don't need to worry. As I told you before, my ideal type is someone like actor Choi Ji-wook."

    She had clearly brought it up to try and lift Si-heon's mood, but for some reason, his expression only hardened.

    "I'll be more careful and mindful from now on."

    So-yi turned her head and gazed out the window. Her chest ached, but she felt a sense of relief. The fact that she was speaking her mind so freely meant she really was tipsy.

    Si-heon still remained silent. So-yi leaned her head back and exhaled deeply.

    Her head felt like it was spinning. She thought if she had drunk just a little more, she might have blacked out. Still, she was a little proud of herself for desperately holding on not to get too drunk.

    But now, perhaps due to the release of tension, or the warmth of the heater, the alcohol she had barely managed to suppress began to surge. His scent, lingering throughout the car, kept making her mind waver.

    She had left quickly before Si-heon arrived precisely to avoid this. To avoid that night coming back to her.

    That night.

    The impulsive night in Venice. That hot, sweet, dizzying night remained in her memory, no matter how much she tried to cut it out and empty it from her mind.

    It became even clearer when she smelled his scent so close. His warm embrace, his gentle touch. His soft, resonant voice. His thrilling breath.

    Thump-thump, her heartbeat erratically filled her ears. A corner of her heart ached. Her first one-sided love hurt more than she expected.

    Why didn't he just leave her alone? Why did he have to take her home? She swallowed what might have been a murmur of resentment.

    A serene silence continued without a single sound. So-yi slowly closed her eyes. Soon after, her head gently dropped to the side, losing strength.

    A fresh citrus scent wafted to Si-heon's nose. So-yi's breathing, as she slept with her head against the headrest, softly invaded his ears.

    Si-heon hastily brushed his lips with his hand, trying to focus on driving.

    He was definitely displeased. The fact that she had drunk beyond her tolerance. In times like these, no one would force drinks at a staff dinner, so she must have drunk that much on her own.

    But at So-yi's answer, Si-heon's head throbbed. "Couldn't help it," she said. His thoughts seemed to halt for a moment.

    Before he could even think about who might have forced her to drink, So-yi continued.

    If that's the case, you absolutely don't need to worry. As I told you before, my ideal type is someone like actor Choi Ji-wook.

    He already knew this, yet his eyebrows furrowed. He should have felt relieved and at ease, but why was his mood so twisted?

    Emotions he couldn't possibly understand tangled wildly. In the midst of it all, So-yi, who had been chattering so well, had silently fallen asleep. Oblivious to his inner turmoil.

    He arrived at So-yi's house without even realizing how he got there. He gazed quietly at So-yi, still softly sleeping.

    She was so drunk that she was motionless, her dark eyes tightly closed.

    He thought about waking her but reached his hand back instead. He decided to let her sleep a bit longer since it was Saturday tomorrow and reached for a blanket.

    As he turned his body around, one hand still on the steering wheel, So-yi's fair, unmade-up face was suddenly right in front of Si-heon's nose.

    Her breath was sweet. So-yi's soft, regular breaths sweetly brushed his nostrils. Her delicate, gentle breathing completely captivated his mind.

    His gaze drifted to her fluttering eyelashes, like delicate petals, following her breath. Then it traced the straight line of her nose to her small, plump lips.

    Dark eyelashes and clear, pristine skin. Plump lips, vibrantly colored like a ripe peach, neither too red nor too pale.

    No matter how he looked, she seemed more elegant than provocative, yet his blood strangely boiled.

    Especially her lips. Those small, soft-looking lips drove him crazy.

    Even when she was savoring delicious food, or when she was marveling at the night view.

    Thinking about it now, his gaze had been entirely captivated by those lips.

    Whenever his eyes met those lips, even for a moment, his heart would throb, and a feverish heat would rise.

    Si-heon bit his own lip, suppressing the insane urge to reach out and touch them.

    "Mmm..."

    So-yi stirred, turning her head even more towards Si-heon.

    With just a faint sigh, like a groan, his heart pounded as if in resonance, and his head buzzed.

    He couldn't bring himself to move.

    No, he couldn't tear his gaze away.

    He was going crazy, wondering what on earth was so captivating.

    Was he just very tired lately?

    Or...

    Could it be that he couldn't forget that night?

    The naturally flowing train of thought tied itself into a knot, reaching an absurd conclusion.

    Si-heon straightened his posture and let out a ridiculous chuckle.

    If he didn't have his own objectives, it would have been just a fleeting encounter, a one-night stand. He was just a little more heated than usual.

    But just her softly sleeping form made his neck burn with heat. His head throbbed with an emotion he had never experienced before.

    He barely managed to collect himself and reach out again when So-yi opened her eyes.

    "Mmm... Oh? When did we get here?"

    She struggled to push open her heavy, tired eyelids, then quickly straightened herself.

    "Thank you for the ride."

    She tidied her disheveled hair and even offered a polite greeting.

    "Go on in."

    With Si-heon's brief farewell, So-yi got out of the car. Only a faint scent lingered in her place.
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    Si-heon returned home and went straight to the mini-bar. He pulled out a can of beer and gulped it down. As he wiped the beer from his lips with the back of his hand, another hollow laugh escaped him.

    Those lips, which had captivated his gaze as if sucking his very soul away, kept flickering before his eyes.

    Am I crazy, seriously?

    Si-heon raised the beer can in his hand and chugged the rest. He drank it all at once to wash away the stifling feeling in his throat, but the irritating feeling that had bothered him for days remained.

    What on earth keeps bothering him so much? Si-heon pondered, tracing his memories.

    Was it from the moment she came to return the necklace, or when he saw her with Do-hoon? Or was it from when Executive Director Choi spouted nonsense?

    It must be because of Executive Director Choi's baseless remarks. Saying those kinds of women were "perfect to enjoy before marriage," or commenting on her figure.

    He hadn't received a proper apology after hearing such nonsense, which was why he still felt so uncomfortable.

    Indeed, he should have gotten a proper apology. That was the problem.

    Si-heon, having emptied a can of beer, crumpled it with a crunch.

    Would he feel a little better after getting an apology?

    Even if it was a fake relationship, she was officially his girlfriend.

    The fact that someone dared to treat his girlfriend that way still angered him. Treating the woman he was with like that was tantamount to disrespecting him.

    Is that why he was so furious?

    He tossed the crumpled beer can into the trash.

    After finding the cause, he felt much better.

    He decided he would formally request an apology from Executive Director Choi when he went to work on Monday.

    "But, isn't something a little strange?"

    Team Leader Kwak said in a low voice as she refilled Jung-hoon's empty glass.

    "What?"

    "No, I mean Assistant Manager Jin. Earlier, she clearly seemed unaware that the Representative would be late for the staff dinner."

    "So what?"

    "And she left before the Representative even arrived, saying she was going home."

    "That can happen. She seemed pretty drunk too, from what I saw."

    Jung-hoon picked up a piece of meat with his chopsticks, as if it was nothing out of the ordinary.

    "No, earlier our team leader asked if the two of them had a fight."

    "Why?"

    "When the Representative stopped by earlier, he asked where Jin So-yi was. So when the team leader said she was a bit drunk and had gone home, he apparently frowned deeply."

    Team Leader Kwak tapped her lips with her fingertip and narrowed her eyes.

    "No matter how I think about it, something's strange."

    "Strange? What's strange? And anyway, it won't last long."

    Jung-hoon raised his soju glass, downed it, and let out a satisfied "Ahh."

    "Won't last long, you say?"

    "Team Leader Kwak. Think about it. What would a perfect man like our Representative lack that he'd meet a woman like Jin So-yi? He's just playing around for a bit."

    Jung-hoon sat with his legs spread wide, one hand on his thigh, and refilled his glass with the other.

    "Jin So-yi has the looks, though. Honestly, she's good enough to be a celebrity. But no matter what, their class is different, their class."

    Team Leader Kwak nodded, as if his words made sense.

    "That's probably why he didn't even know if Jin So-yi went home or not. Maybe he planned to do something tonight, but since she'd already gone home, he frowned out of disappointment."

    Jung-hoon giggled, picking up his glass again.

    "Earlier, I kept trying to get her to drink with me, and she couldn't even make a peep. Honestly, if she were really confident about having a serious relationship with the Representative, do you think she would have even accepted the drinks I offered?"

    "Oh, that's true."

    Team Leader Kwak burst into boisterous laughter.

    "I guarantee it'll last a month. A month at most. No matter how young and pretty a woman is, after about a month, you get tired of them."

    "What? So, Section Chief Han, have you ever gotten tired of a young and pretty woman in a month?"

    "A month? I swap them out in a week."

    Once again, their laughter mingled raucously.

    "Anyway, Assistant Manager Jin So-yi will have to milk it for all she can within that month."

    Jung-hoon smiled pleasantly and raised his glass.

    "At 10 AM, we have the team leader weekly meeting, at 1 PM, a meeting with Representative Tel-in-won, and at 4 PM, a meeting on AI consultation system improvements."

    Si-heon, looking at his scheduler, tapped his desk with his fingertip.

    "Secretary Huh."

    "Yes, Representative."

    Jang-woo tensed up at Si-heon's somewhat grave voice.

    "Call H Telecom headquarters."

    "Why headquarters?"

    Jang-woo tilted his head.

    "I thought about it over the weekend, and no matter how I look at it, I can't just let it go."

    "What are you talking about?"

    "Executive Director Choi. Tell him to apologize to me directly."

    "What?"

    Jang-woo, who had been standing a step away from Si-heon's desk, strode closer to Si-heon. His blinking eyes widened.

    "Tell him to properly apologize for spouting such nonsense about me."

    "Hyung!"

    "Hyung?"

    Si-heon's face twisted into a frown.

    "No, Representative! It's already a closed matter!"

    "I'm still too furious; I can't let it go."

    "You received an apology letter!"

    "That was written by a secretary."

    Si-heon's eyes glinted sharply as he spoke with determination.

    "He dared to spout such nonsense about my girlfriend. I need a proper apology for that."

    Si-heon turned his gaze away, as if there was nothing more to say, and Jang-woo's mouth hung open. He seemed to be sweating, repeatedly clenching and unclenching his hands, fidgeting restlessly.

    "What are you doing? Not leaving?"

    Si-heon asked, looking at Jang-woo, who stood before him with a blank expression. Jang-woo asked again, as if still thinking this wasn't right.

    "Really... I should relay that?"

    "Or would you prefer to relay a fake message?"

    "It's already a finished conversation..."

    "I think I've finished talking too. With you. Right now."

    Si-heon turned his gaze to the monitor, as if he had no intention of speaking further.

    "Yes, alright. I'll make the call."

    Jang-woo let out a deep sigh, turned, and left the office.

    The morning meeting had ended.

    Si-heon, leaving the conference room, turned his head slightly. The office door of the Compensation Support Team, a blend of semi-transparent and transparent glass, was directly visible.

    "Good work. I'll be going now."

    The team leaders who had exited the conference room greeted Si-heon. Si-heon bowed his head in acknowledgment.

    As he walked, one hand casually in his pocket, he saw Jin So-yi through the glass door of the Compensation Support Team office.

    She was standing by the copier, talking to someone. She wore a square-neck dress that revealed her fair neck. Perhaps because of her pale skin, the mint color suited her quite well.

    She smiled brightly at the employee in front of her, as if in conversation. After a bit more talk, she covered her mouth with the printout in her hand and laughed.

    Her long, flowing hair cascaded over her shoulders, gently rippling. Did Jin So-yi always smile so brightly?

    "You're utterly captivated."

    Jang-woo, who had been following Si-heon's gaze, let out a soft "Whoa" to himself. Fortunately, all the team leaders had returned to their offices, so no one else was around. Si-heon, coming to his senses, let out a small chuckle.

    Indeed, I was utterly captivated.

    It was a laugh of disbelief, but Jang-woo shook his head in amazement. This hyung has truly gone mad, he thought to himself, heading for the elevator.

    Like a bursting river dam, thoughts are continuously flooding in without a break.

    Jin So-yi.

    Her brightly smiling face keeps flickering before his eyes.

    In truth, it had been like this all weekend. Whether he was working out, reading a book, or meeting friends for drinks, Jin So-yi continuously passed through his mind.

    "Hah, I'm going crazy."

    He couldn't concentrate at all. As he pressed his temples and took calm, deep breaths, the intercom rang.

    -Representative. Executive Director Choi Tae-sik from H Telecom has been connected.

    "Connect him."

    The secretary's office staff connected Executive Director Choi's call after hearing Si-heon's reply.

    He was quite impressed with Huh Jang-woo for relaying the message so effectively that Executive Director Choi called immediately.

    "This is Cha Si-heon."

    -Ah, Representative Cha. This is Executive Director Choi Tae-sik.

    "I know."

    Si-heon replied coldly.

    -Didn't we agree to talk things out and settle it?

    "If you called to say that, I'm hanging up."

    -Ah! No, Koreans always listen to the end.

    Si-heon waited silently for Executive Director Choi's next words, who hastily tried to hold him on the line.

    -Well... you. No, Representative Cha, I think I was rude to the lady you're seeing. As you get older, jokes can sometimes go too far. I think I went a bit too far. Please cheer up.

    Executive Director Choi paused for a moment before offering a lengthy excuse.

    "I didn't request this call just to lift my spirits. It seems my secretary relayed my message incorrectly."

    -Ah, no. That is...

    "Executive Director Choi. Shall I arrange for reporters to be present tomorrow to interview you about 'what kinds of women are perfect to enjoy before marriage'?"

    -Cha, Representative Cha!

    Executive Director Choi's voice, which had briefly sounded pathetic, now frantically called out to Representative Cha.

    "Or perhaps, it would be better if I relay to your newly-wed spouse what kind of treatment you received from the KoKo cooperation head?"

    Tap, tap, tap, as Si-heon tapped his desk with his fingertips, only Executive Director Choi's ragged breathing came through the receiver.

    "If you don't wish for an interview, it might be good to reconsider the purpose of your call to me right now, Executive Director Choi."

    At Si-heon's calm, low voice, Executive Director Choi cleared his throat several times.
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    -Representative Cha...?

    "I'm listening."

    -Ahem, yes. I... I'm s-sorry.

    "..."

    -I will certainly be more careful in the future, and never again commit such disrespectful words or actions towards the lady Representative Cha is seeing.

    If he had his way, he would have made him write an apology letter by hand and send it.

    Or even made him go directly to Jin So-yi, kneel, and beg for forgiveness.

    He truly wanted to make him apologize sincerely for daring to speak ill of Jin So-yi with those dirty lips, even for a moment, but he couldn't let Jin So-yi find out about it.

    With no other choice, Si-heon gave Executive Director Choi a pass with a deep sigh.

    "Please make sure nothing like this happens again in the future."

    Si-heon hung up the phone, leaned back in his chair, and let out a sigh of relief.

    He was still furious that someone dared to spout such nonsense, calling his girlfriend "a good woman to enjoy," but having heard the apology, he felt a little better.

    However, that feeling didn't last long.

    He had clearly removed one irritating obstacle, but something else was still bothering him.

    What could it be?

    This feeling that an unresolved problem still lingered.

    It felt like something was buried deep in his mind, but no matter how hard he tried to remove it, it wouldn't detach.

    His brow furrowed slightly, and again, So-yi's bright smile flashed through his mind.

    Her bright smile, covering her mouth with the printout. Her wide smile seemed quite beautiful.

    "Great work, everyone!"

    Team Leader Kwak's clear voice echoed through the office.

    "What's gotten into her?"

    "Right? I thought she'd make us work overtime before quitting."

    For once, Team Leader Kwak was in a good mood today. Thanks to her, So-yi was able to leave work on time. She quickly exited the office, just in case Team Leader Kwak changed her mind.

    "Representative, I'm off work."

    -Come to the back gate. I'll be waiting.

    Si-heon had asked her to have dinner with him today. For some reason, Si-heon's voice also seemed quite cheerful today.

    Perhaps, it was a good idea to tell him last Friday?

    'Or are you trying to keep your distance because you're worried I might fall for you and cling to you?'

    'If that's the case, you absolutely don't need to worry. As I told you before, my ideal type is someone like actor Choi Ji-wook.'

    Is that why he relaxed?

    It felt somewhat bitter, but at the same time, a sense of relief washed over her.

    Now, she really had to stop falling deeper. So-yi made a firm resolve in her heart.

    Subtle classical music sweetly filled the room. Perhaps because of the low lighting, Si-heon's eyes, as he sat across from her, seemed even more profound.

    "There's a family gathering this Saturday."

    Listening to Si-heon, So-yi cut a piece of well-grilled pomfret and put it in her mouth. The savory, chewy texture filled her mouth.

    "It's my uncle's birthday, so there will be things you'll need to know in advance."

    "Your uncle?"

    If it's the Representative's uncle...

    So-yi busily rolled her eyes, trying to recall the HS Group family tree.

    "The Chairman of HS Capital."

    "Ah... But am I allowed to go there?"

    "I told you. This situation is very necessary for me right now."

    "The situation where it looks like you're dating me?"

    Si-heon nodded briefly.

    "Um... I won't get a money envelope from the director or get slapped there, will I?"

    Slapped? Madam Kang, who adhered to an elegant and refined image, would never do something so vulgar.

    "There's no chance of that. I'll give you a file with basic information about me later, so familiarize yourself with it this week."

    "Yes, alright."

    So-yi smiled sweetly and cut another piece of pomfret, putting it in her mouth. His gaze fell on her small, munching lips. Just watching her made a sudden heat rise within him.

    This is driving me crazy.

    Si-heon forced his gaze away and took a sip of water. The cool ice water slid down his esophagus, but the heat still lingering somewhere refused to subside.

    "Why aren't you drinking wine?"

    The white wine paired with the grilled pomfret was quite crisp. So-yi asked, looking at Si-heon, who was only drinking water, with curiosity.

    "There's a reason."

    She didn't know what that reason was, but So-yi simply nodded.

    Without realizing that the reason was that he wouldn't be able to control himself if he drank alcohol right now, she continued her meal.

    "Are you just going to leave things as they are?"

    Yoo-kyung's voice echoed softly in the cool study. News had reached Yoo-kyung that Si-heon had brought Jin So-yi to a reunion.

    Hyun-seop, who was reviewing meeting materials for the next day, slowly raised his head.

    "What can I do? He says he likes her so much."

    Of course, Hyun-seop was initially quite flustered. Si-heon, who had shuddered at any mention of marriage, let alone Yeon Ri-na, for years, was now talking about marriage.

    But his heart stirred at the sight of his father, Chairman Cha, looking pleased. He had people look into her, and she was widely praised for her good character. Not difficult, polite, and generally kind-hearted.

    Hyun-seop knew Si-heon's abilities to lead Cha-han Media better than anyone, so he had never felt that Si-heon needed to benefit from his in-laws.

    "Her demeanor seems quite good too. If they both like each other, I don't think it would be bad to let them marry."

    "Marriage?!"

    Yoo-kyung suddenly raised her voice.

    "This Infinity Resort deal, just seeing Yeon Ri-na would immediately lead to a successful bid. Marriage with such an unremarkable girl!"

    Yoo-kyung put her hands on her hips, as if she couldn't understand. She irritably squinted her eyes, then quickly smoothed them out, worried about wrinkles.

    "The bid can be won by skill, can't it? So you should also reduce your meetings with President Yeon and his wife. And gradually keep your distance from now on."

    "Honey!"

    This time, Yoo-kyung's eyes inevitably crinkled up. To drop the marriage with Yeon Ri-na? She had intended to only acknowledge a daughter-in-law from a family of that caliber, but this was too much of a class difference.

    "You know Father is anxious to see a grandchild who resembles Si-heon as soon as possible, don't you?"

    Hyun-seop's voice was gentle, as if trying to persuade Yoo-kyung.

    "So you should somehow push for marriage with Yeon Ri-na."

    "What can I do if he doesn't want it?"

    "I don't know. I can't accept it."

    Yoo-kyung sat on the sofa in front of Hyun-seop's desk, complaining.

    "Even if you don't accept it, if I say I like her and want to marry her, what good will that do then?"

    "Then, let's do this."

    Yoo-kyung, who had been thinking for a moment with her arms crossed, turned towards Hyun-seop.

    "Let's put Tae-hyun in the vacant Executive Director position."

    "Tae-hyun?"

    "It's about time Tae-hyun gets an executive position, isn't it? He's also diligent and good at his work."

    Tae-hyun, Yoo-kyung's nephew, had been a very ambitious child from a young age. He would stop at nothing to get what he wanted.

    Yoo-kyung used his competitive spirit to stimulate Si-heon. No matter how much of a front-runner a runner was, the fact that someone was chasing them always heightened their tension.

    "Anyway, you were going to promote Si-heon to managing director for this OTT business expansion, weren't you?"

    After the next representative of the customer center was selected and public opinion settled, he planned to bring Si-heon back to Cha-han Media and appoint him as managing director.

    "But what does appointing Tae-hyun as an executive director have to do with Si-heon dating?"

    "It has no direct correlation. It simply gives me another card to play."

    "What mischief are you up to now?"

    Hyun-seop clucked his tongue, watching Yoo-kyung's sly smile.

    "Anyway, all you need to do is show Father a grandson who resembles Si-heon before he passes. So leaving Si-heon's marriage matters to me."

    Yoo-kyung's lips curled into a smirk. She simply laughed at Hyun-seop's words to stop doing unnecessary things.

    Her resolve to finalize the marriage with Yeon Ri-na somehow within the year was firmly solidifying.

    Early in the morning, a new approval request popped up on Si-heon's monitor.

    [Business Support Team / Compensation Support Team / Assistant Manager / Jin So-yi]

    A customer had complained to the telecom company, stating that while using a stock app, their internet connection was cut off when they entered an elevator, causing them to miss an important stock trade. The customer service center had confirmed compensation eligibility with the Compensation Support Team, and it was an approval for a small compensation to appease the customer.

    Jin So-yi was the person in charge of this case.

    Si-heon naturally moved his mouse and clicked on So-yi's profile picture.

    His heart thumped again at the slight smile on her lips.

    This is driving me crazy.

    His pulse quickened just from looking at the photo. The unfamiliar heat that had risen to his neck made him take a deep breath.

    
      Knock, knock.
    

    Jang-woo entered with a knock.

    "There's an AI system development meeting this afternoon."

    Jang-woo finished his schedule report and placed the scheduler on Si-heon's desk. He pressed down on the scheduler with his fingertip, slowly pushing it, as if he had something to say.

    "Speak."

    "Yes?"

    "Why are you so hesitant to speak?"

    Si-heon said with an indifferent expression, reviewing the approval document.

    "Well..."

    Jang-woo bit his lip then released it, letting out a deep sigh. Si-heon turned his head, finding his repeated hesitation strange.

    "They're going to convene a board meeting soon for the appointment of a new executive director for Cha-han Media's Management Strategy Division."

    "What?"

    Si-heon's forehead instantly creased at Jang-woo's absurd words.

    It hadn't even been a month since Si-heon stepped down from his direct management role at Cha-han Media. Yet, they had already selected an employee to rise to the next executive director position.

    He had let his guard down.

    He had thought they would leave the position vacant for at least three months, expecting his return, but they were already convening a board meeting for an executive director appointment.

    "Who is it, they say?"

    Jang-woo, who had approached Si-heon's desk, hesitated for a moment, looking at him warily.

    As Si-heon gestured with his chin, urging him, Jang-woo finally parted his lips with difficulty and said.

    "It's Tae-hyun Hyung."
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