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Hiss.

Steam rose from the iron, climbed toward the ceiling, caught the fluorescent light, then thinned and dissolved. The shop smelled of dry leather and wet cloth. Outside, dawn hadn't broken yet. Everything was gray. Frost had sealed the glass door overnight, turning the world beyond into a smear.

At the far end of Haesol Market, where the hill dropped toward the shuttered station, a small repair shop stood wedged between a closed pharmacy and a vacant lot. The sign read Cheongpa Repairs. Resoling, hemming, the occasional torn bag stitched back together. But the real center of the shop was the iron. Its owner, Choi Junseo, had a habit of dragging his bare palm across the grain of any fabric or leather before he reached for a tool. Once the texture settled into his hand, the needle followed.

He set the iron down and fished in his apron pocket. His fingers closed around a tin. He cracked the lid and the angular peppermints rattled inside. He dropped one onto his tongue. The tip went cold. A beat later, his breath opened — just barely.

That was when the piano came in from the alley below. Faint. A note or two riding the draft each time the basement door swung open. Moonlight. Toward the end of every night, a last song drifted up from that place, and each time Junseo heard it, his hands stopped. He still wasn't used to the idea that a single note could lift a person's chest like that.

Taped to the utility pole beside the door was a small poster. Winter rain had bled the ink, softening the letters.

Moonlight Saturday Live — Vocal: Seo Hain.

Junseo had passed that name dozens of times without really reading it. The moment his eyes tried to focus, something tightened in his chest — as though the name might drag something out from behind it. So he let only the word Moonlight register and moved on.

The chime rang clear.

Not the wind.

"Up at it again since dawn."

Yuna, seventeen, stepped over the threshold. A thin jacket over her school uniform hadn't kept the cold from her cheeks. Her bag zipper was half-broken, and a crumpled envelope stuck out of the side pocket. Haesol Cultural Center Audition.

She scanned the shop. The last of the steam fading from the iron. Black shoes on the workbench. Dates circled in red on the wall calendar. In the corner, an old violin case propped upright.

Someone had left it years ago and never come back. On quiet afternoons, Yuna would ease the lid open and pluck the strings, counting beats under her breath. Junseo pretended not to notice. When their eyes met by accident, he'd correct her bow grip — once, silently. Not stop. Just a hand at the fingertips, keeping her from drifting too far.

"You eat yet?" Junseo asked.

"Would I have?" Yuna dropped onto the worn stool. "That all you ever ask me?"

Her tone was sharp, but a hum slipped out anyway. One note. Brief. A sound that leaked out with her exhale.

Junseo's hand froze.

"Not that."

Yuna closed her mouth. Silence settled. Only the iron's water hissing.

Junseo turned the shoe on the bench over, pressing the lining, but his eyes kept sliding to Yuna's sneakers. The toes were scuffed to white. The ankle bone above her sock was red with cold.

Yuna wasn't his by blood. Ten years ago, someone had vanished leaving nothing but debt and a child, and Junseo had taken her in. People threw remarks after that — worry about yourself first — and he answered by burying himself deeper in work. Resoling shoes, pressing cloth, returning whatever he could to its proper shape. As if his own heart might smooth out if he just kept at it long enough.

Yuna pulled the envelope from her pocket and slapped it on the workbench.

"Audition's today. Preliminaries." Her voice went hard. "Cultural Center."

Junseo's grip tightened. The shoelace pulled taut between his fingers.

"Don't."

"Why?" She kicked the stool. A dull thud hit the wall. "I can't sing? Trying to live like a person is a crime now?"

"Didn't say crime." Junseo exhaled slowly. "But you know what this neighborhood is."

Yuna tilted her chin, her face caught between a laugh and a cry. "So I just stay here forever? You fix shoes and hem pants and stare at people's feet your whole life?"

He couldn't answer. The peppermint cracked in his mouth. Cold powder scraped his throat. The relief lasted a second, then the ache came — sharp, like a door to something long-sealed trying to swing open.

Yuna glared at him, then turned away.

"You say you're protecting me, but all you do is lock me up. Like a shoe. Keep the foot comfortable, keep it from getting hurt." Her voice shook. "But I can't breathe."

Junseo managed: "Go to school. And today — come home early."

Yuna opened the door and left. The chime rang long. Cold air rushed in and scattered the last of the steam.

Junseo stared at the shoes on the workbench. Black calfskin, hand-stitched. He'd added a layer of sponge to the heel cup. They'd started as a customer's pair, but at some point he'd begun shaping them to Yuna's feet. He didn't need a measuring tape. He knew where the child got hurt, which part wore down first.

He picked up the iron.

Hiss.

The shop blurred, then sharpened.
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That afternoon the sky spit something that couldn't decide between snow and rain. The market streets slicked over, and the road down to the abandoned station emptied out.

Junseo headed to the hardware store near the station for buttons and zippers. Someone had once told him the best leather glue was down there, and he wasn't the type to question that. A shoe falling apart always came down to one small thing missing.

Walking, the last line of the morning's poster surfaced. Vocal: Seo Hain. The name rolled toward the front of his mouth, then stopped. He pressed his lips shut. There were times when saying a name felt like calling someone into the room.

He fidgeted with the coins in his pocket and muttered:

"Singing."

That was when he saw the body at the end of the platform.

He thought she was drunk at first. But as he got closer, a dark stain was spreading beneath the wet coat. Chalk-white face. Blue lips. Eyelids half-shut.

"Miss." Junseo knelt. "Can you hear me?"

Nothing. The breathing was thin but unbroken.

He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and pressed it to the wound. It soaked through in seconds. The blood was hot. The heat traveled through his palm and into his chest, and only then did he remember he'd always been afraid of blood. He couldn't lift his hand. If he let go, she might die.

He called 119. Gave the address. Checked her breathing. Stayed where he was until the stretcher came.

When the paramedics loaded her in, one of them said, "No ID."

Her belongings fanned out briefly on the wet ground: a worn sheet of music, a small metal key, two peppermints in foil. And the swollen corner of a waterlogged envelope. The text was too blurred to read, but the ghost of an official seal lingered at the paper's edge.

The moment Junseo saw the candy, his throat closed. A flash — sudden as a struck match — of someone, long ago, placing a cold candy in his open palm.

The emergency room was too bright. Under the fluorescents every face looked drained. A nurse wheeled the stretcher past, shouting:

"She's AB negative! I need blood in here, now!"

The words hit and his body moved before his mind could. Fingertips went cold. The underside of his tongue turned to sand. Same lights, same antiseptic. The hospital corridor from ten years ago layered itself over the present.

Nineteen. A fire in the vocational school workshop. The blame landed on Junseo before the smoke cleared. He was messing with fire, people said, and the saying became the truth. It didn't matter who'd seen what. Some people need someone to blame so they can sleep. Junseo lowered his head and learned that not explaining hurt less. Months later he came down to Haesol. He hadn't changed his name, but lifting his face in public felt like wearing someone else's skin.

He still remembered the result on that hospital's test sheet by heart — something that wouldn't erase.

A doctor hurried over. "Family?"

"No. I called the ambulance."

A short nod. "You know your blood type?"

"I do."

"It's rare and we're short. If you're compatible, can you donate?"

Junseo closed his eyes. Silence fell heavy. This wasn't being forced on him. This was a line he'd have to cross alone. He had always been the kind of person who turned back at lines like this — injustice, dreams, people — letting go before anything could cross to the other side.

"I'll do it." He rolled up his sleeve.

The needle went in. Less pain than he'd expected. But as the blood left him, his fingertips went colder and his vision softened at the edges. A nurse set a candy on his open palm.

"If you feel dizzy. Peppermint."

He put it in his mouth. The cold hit his tongue, and the cold felt, strangely, like being alive.

Afterward, sitting in the waiting area, two people in the next seats whispered:

"That guy — isn't he the arsonist? From the news?"

"Shh. Not here."

Junseo pretended not to hear. Arsonist. The word had lived under his skin for ten years like a nail that wouldn't rust out. He smoothed the crease in his trousers with his palm. The fabric didn't flatten. Only his palm got hot.

Late that night, the woman came to.

"I..." She wet her lips. "Where..."

"Hospital," the nurse said. "The man who saved you is outside."

She turned her head and found Junseo. Her gaze wavered, then locked on with effort.

"Thank you."

Junseo shook his head. "Just made the call."

She steadied her breathing, then spoke her name very quietly.

"Seo Hain. I sing at Moonlight."

The rain-smeared letters from the morning poster. Too precise for coincidence, too late for fate.

Hain added: "There was sheet music in my pocket?"

"There was."

She closed her eyes, opened them. "That's something I can't throw away."

Junseo didn't ask what she meant. He said, "I'm glad you're alive."

Hain smiled. Not pretty, but honest.

"Later — would it be all right if I came by the shop? There's something I need to give you."

He hesitated. Nodded. And felt, in that moment, as though he'd brushed against the root of something buried long ago. Not pulled out. Still alive.
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A few days later, rain and snow fell together. Frost sealed the glass door of Cheongpa Repairs again. Junseo rubbed a circle clear with his thumb. Through it, market-goers passed with their bags.

Customers were scarce. The few who came in glanced sideways before handing over their things. Junseo wasn't blind to it. Look up and you could see the word stamped across their faces — arsonist. Some people didn't need to say it. Their eyes did the work.

The chime rang. Hain walked in.

Coat collar high, damp hair pushed back with one hand. A faint mix of smoke and powder clung to her. Paler than she'd looked on stage. She sat by the stove, then glanced toward the workbench — the iron, the whetstone, leather scraps, the old violin case.

"Warmer than I expected."

"The stove," Junseo said, not looking up from the strap in his hands.

She smiled briefly. Then she drew a sheaf of papers from inside her coat. Photocopies, she said, pulled from the originals in the envelope. Black smudges stained the edges, as though the scorch marks had transferred through the copying glass.

"What is this?"

Hain set the papers on the workbench.

"The time you lost."

Junseo couldn't reach for them. A single sheet of paper seemed to pull at his wrist.

Hain continued, slowly.

"The workshop fire. You didn't set it."

His throat went dry. "How do you—"

"My uncle did." Her voice was level. "Over money. He was afraid of getting caught. I saw him."

Junseo looked at her. Hain held his gaze, but something in her eyes trembled. The tremor was more precise than sorry.

"Then why—" His voice cracked. "Why now?"

She drew a breath. It shook, thin as thread.

"I didn't have the courage then. I was afraid of my uncle, and I didn't want to lose what I had. The piano, the house, my name — that was everything. I thought silence would keep me alive."

She pushed her sleeve up for a moment. The inside of her wrist showed red marks. Old, like burn scars.

"After he died, I found a confession letter in his things. Documents he'd hidden." She paused. "I stood outside your shop so many times after that. Couldn't open the door. I was afraid you'd see exactly how cowardly I'd been."

Junseo reached out. His hand stopped above the paper. The fingers that were so steady with leather faltered before a sheet of paper.

Hain slid the top page forward. A date stamped in clear digits: November 17, 20XX. Below it, one handwritten line:

I, the undersigned, deliberately set fire to the vocational school workshop—

He didn't read to the end. Not because his eyes burned, but because that single line was already enough.

"The originals are in a file," Hain said. "I'll bring them tomorrow."

Junseo looked at his palm instead of the paper. His palm had its own ridges — its own grain, like leather. The grain of cloth, the grain of leather, and at some point, the grain of his life. It never flattened in one direction. Force it and it tore.

Hain's gaze drifted to the violin case.

"Yuna's having a hard time, isn't she?"

"She's young."

"Less about being young," Hain said gently, "and more about not being able to breathe."

Junseo's face hardened. Hain started to say more, then stopped. She took a small candy tin from her coat and held it out on her palm. Peppermints in silver foil. The scent of mint threaded through the leather smell of the shop.

"When your chest gets tight, let one dissolve. The cold goes down and opens your breathing."

Junseo thought of the tin in his apron pocket. The same habit. The same way of stitching breath back together.

He shook his head. Hain hesitated, then slipped the tin away.

She stood. "I'll come tomorrow."

The door closed. The chime rang once more.

That night, Yuna didn't come home.

On her desk: the audition notice torn in half, a worn sheet of music, and beneath it, in crooked handwriting:

I want to live like a person, too. On my own. Without being a weight on you.

Junseo stared at the sentence for a long time. Then he put on his coat. In his hands: a phone, a shoebox, and three peppermints from the tin.

The snow was thickening.

A fork in the road. Keep Yuna planted inside the shop, or open the door she was desperate to run through. He was afraid of being the one to open it — afraid of what else might pour out when the door swung wide.

He stepped outside.
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Two in the morning. Junseo's footsteps stopped in front of Moonlight.

He pushed through the iron door and the basement's damp air wrapped around his throat. The customers were gone. Unmopped water and stale alcohol on the floor. A single dim light over the stage.

Hain at the piano. Beside her, Yuna curled with her forehead against the lid, shoulders shaking in small, stubborn tremors.

Junseo walked to the stage. Snow melting off his soles squeaked on the wood.

"Yuna."

She didn't look up. Hain's hands stopped on the keys. The music cut, and the basement was left with the ventilation fan and three people breathing.

"Told you not to come," Yuna said.

"Came to find you."

She pulled her knees tighter. "I feel like I'm ruining your life." Her voice broke. "Because of me you're always fixing shoes, pressing clothes, staring at people's feet—"

Junseo's breath caught. The fact that Yuna had been breathing inside a cage of guilt she'd built for his sake cut clean through him.

She lifted her head and shouted:

"The woman next door said it too! No point raising a kid that isn't yours! Said I'm the one blocking your future!"

The words collapsed. Tears came — not from anger but from shame. The inescapable humiliation of being a burden to someone you love.

Yuna opened her mouth. Not words this time but sound — something between a song and a scream. Only air came out. Breath that couldn't become sound trembled and dropped. She clutched her own throat. More tears.

Hain, very softly: "Slowly. Breathe first."

Junseo climbed onto the stage and knelt before Yuna. The wood creaked. He tried to find the words, but instead reached into his pocket and pulled out a peppermint. He peeled the foil. The sharp scent spread.

He placed it on Yuna's palm. Her hand was cold.

"Know what this is?"

She shook her head, sniffling.

"On the worst day of my life — the day I was the most wronged and the most scared — someone put this in my hand." He steadied his breath. "Stings so bad the tears come right out. But after it dissolves, there's sweetness left at the back of your throat."

Yuna stared at the candy. Then, with trembling fingers, she put it in her mouth. Her face scrunched. More tears. But different tears. As though she, too, had just learned that where the cold passes through, sweetness remains.

Junseo untied her sneaker laces. The damp sock. Her ankles layered with calluses and small cuts — the marks of standing her ground wherever she could.

He opened the box. The black shoes emerged quietly. Soft leather at the ankle, a thick cushion at the heel, a hidden piece of sponge inside. The resilience he'd tested and adjusted night after night, built into every layer.

Yuna drew a breath. "These were for me?"

"Yeah. Made to fit your feet."

She looked at the shoes in silence. Junseo slipped them on. His hands shook briefly as he tied the laces. He retied them. Too tight would hurt. Too loose and she'd fall.

He spoke low.

"You didn't drain the life out of me. You're the reason I didn't fall apart. You're why I held on."

Yuna's lips trembled. "Oppa..."

He kept his head down. "Walk around. Anything hurt?"

She stood, unsteady. Each step on the wooden floor made a solid, clear sound. One step, then another. She nodded.

"Doesn't hurt."

That single sentence began, little by little, to dissolve everything.

Hain approached quietly. She drew a waterproof file from her bag — original documents, evidence photographs, organized notes. Protected from water, protected from tearing.

"I was going to give you these tomorrow," she said. "But this is how it happened."

Junseo took the file. The cold plastic clung to his palm. He didn't dislike the feeling. The way something cold could travel down the throat and leave sweetness behind — perhaps some truths, too, would hurt at first but eventually let you breathe. For the first time, he let himself think so.

Hain sat back at the piano. Hands on the keys, not playing.

"Yuna."

Yuna turned.

"It's okay to get it wrong," Hain said. "Start with the sound of your breathing."

Yuna took one more deep breath. Then, very softly, she let out a single phrase. No words. Just melody. Her throat was unsteady and the pitch wavered. But it was sound. Proof she was alive right now.

Junseo heard it and didn't say not that. He let the tension leave his fingers. His shoulders dropped, just slightly.

Outside, the snow kept falling. The world was still cold. But in this moment, Yuna's feet were steady, and Junseo's back was straighter by a fraction.
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The snow stopped by late morning. The alley looked briefly clean. Meltwater dripped from the eaves — drip, drip — clearer than yesterday's piano.

The glass door of Cheongpa Repairs was wiped clean. Junseo swept the snow from the front of the shop. Behind each stroke of the broom, black asphalt emerged in a neat path.

Yuna came from the mouth of the alley. Her steps in the black shoes on the snow were firmer than the day before. In her hand, a bag of gukbap.

"Oppa, soup. The place by the station opened."

Junseo leaned the broom against the wall. "Hands must be freezing. Get inside."

The steam from the gukbap rose first as they entered. Different from the iron's steam. But both meant the same thing.

Junseo opened the workbench drawer and took out the tin. Two peppermints left. He slipped one into Yuna's coat pocket. The last one he quietly transferred to his own.

"What's this?" Yuna laughed, patting her pocket.

"Eat it when you can't breathe," he said.

Yuna opened her soup and hummed a few notes without thinking. This time Junseo didn't stop her. She noticed and tried to stretch the sound a little longer before catching herself. Still cautious. But different from yesterday. Caution wasn't the same as giving up.

That afternoon the shop door opened. An old man in a worn coat, carrying a dress shirt with yellow sweat stains around the collar.

"Can you press this?"

Junseo took the shirt. Ran his palm over the fabric. The worn grain caught on his lifeline. Inside it, a person's time — marks left by someone who had hidden things and endured and, in the end, remained.

"I can press it." A pause. "But the stains will stay."

The old man looked at the shirt. Nodded slowly.

"That's fine. That's proof I lived."

Junseo had no words. He spread the shirt on the ironing board and ran his palm over it once more. Beneath his hand, the fabric smoothed. The stains remained, but the shirt was no longer crumpled.

Days passed. The documents were filed. The investigation began. But the world was always slower than paper. People passing the shop still whispered, and some days no one came in at all.

Once, a middle-aged woman walked in with a pair of shoes, then froze at the sight of Junseo's face.

"Is this — the place from before..."

She couldn't finish
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