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1
As the Won family chauffer drove from Incheon International
airport into Seoul, South Korea, Monica Stell sat in the backseat of
the black limousine pushing along in stop and go traffic. She watched
through sunglasses and tinted windows as the flowing mass of Asian
faces and feet beat down the sidewalks and pulsed at intersections.
Towering buildings alternately shadowed the limousine’s path
while the noonday sun blazed through the haze down the cross
streets. Mr. Won sat across from Monica as they were driven through
the heart of Seoul.
Weary from travel and emotionally shattered, Monica’s thoughts
were clouded and out of order. Flashing images threaded to emotions
besieged by an enduring frustration, all cresting on a wave of
anticipation and resolve through the recent emergence of her
mother’s side of the family, the Wons. The information Mr. Won Jie
had recently added to her mysterious life only enflamed her desire
for the truth. Besides a handful of pictures of her mother that her
father had saved and left for her, Monica couldn’t remember anything
about her, not one birthday, not one happy experience or sad
memory. When Monica thought of the concept of mother there was
no accompanying image, no safe hug, no comforting smile or hand
to hold.
Monica turned her attention to the only close relative and
contact for the last twelve years, her cousin, Rayman Stell, an exotic
art/antique dealer and hobby gemologist. She speculated about the
rubies he’d collected from the Moguk region in Myanmar, the country
once known as Burma. Over time, Rayman had collected several large
stainless steel thermoses of rubies and kept them in a floor safe at
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the ranch house in Driggs, Idaho. He had told her that the Moguk
region was now off limits to all Westerners, insinuating that it might
be due to the military’s habitual call for forced labor from the locals
and environmentally dubious mining practices.
Thinking of Rayman infuriated her; his reluctance to explain
the events leading to the death of her uncle, Robert, Rayman’s father,
and the disappearance of her own father, John, a few years later was
maddening. She hadn’t seen her father in so long she could hardly
summon up his features without looking at a photograph, and she
had lost all but a waning flicker of hope that he was still alive—let
alone ever seeing him again. Monica reeled through the footage of
her cloistered past, an undisclosed and secretive East Coast world
where she attended an all-girls, private high school followed by a
private university for women.
Monica felt the presence of the unjangdo in her suitcase in the
trunk of the limo and wondered how many people had been slain in
the elaborately jeweled blade’s wake. Mr. Won told her that the knife
had killed many family enemies as well as many of his ancestors
throughout the centuries. Unfortunately, Monica also felt Mr. Won’s
piercing cold, black eyes staring at her through his sunglasses as if
he had something more to tell her. Or maybe he was just the usual
male, undressing her in his mind.
She contemplated the details he had regretfully shared with
her in Washington, DC of a tragic incident he had watched on the
airport television after making shipping arrangements for Won
Chanyu’s coffin. His older brother’s body was being flown back to
Seoul for a traditional Korean family funeral. Mr. Won had watched
the screen intently as a reporter announced that a body had been
found amongst the ashes and smoldering debris at the Stell ranch
house in Driggs, Idaho two nights before. The owner of the house was
a man named Rayman Stell, Monica’s cousin. A newspaper article she
had read on a connecting flight out of Seattle supported Mr. Won’s
story about Rayman. But in her heart Monica knew Mr. Won was
either misled or, more likely, deceiving her and the newspaper’s
coverage of Rayman’s death was premature.
She didn’t know how, but she just knew Rayman was smarter
than that and was out there somewhere like her father. Rayman had
told her at a Dupont Circle café in DC that he might have to disappear
if the Won family came after him. In the end, all Monica desperately
wanted now was the answers to the questions she had been
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dragging around most of her adult life like a heap of unclaimed
baggage, and if meeting with the family enemy was the only sure
means of closure, so be it.
It was just after five in the evening when the limousine turned
onto Jongru ga, a major thoroughfare in each direction bustling with
trucks, cars, motorcycles, buses, bicycles, and people heading for
home, out to dinner with friends, or to a Soju business meeting. The
evening street vendors had begun setting up their coal-burning
grills, jewelry display tables, clothing racks, and carted wares along
the outer edge of the already restricted sidewalks confining the
masses like platelets of arterial blockage. People hemorrhaged over
the edge and into the streets to make way.
Mr. Won broke the silence with a smile and said, “I’m sure
you’ve noticed that we South Koreans used to consider black to be a
primary color, but no longer.”
Monica looked out the window at the people on the sidewalk
and saw elderly men in conservative black or dark suits, white shirts,
and conservative ties astride a younger generation of multicolor
fashion. “I see that,” Monica replied flatly with a courtesy smile and
a nod.
Mr. Won looked out the window, recognized his location, and
explained, “We are not far from where I live. After visiting with my
mother you will be my guest tonight. Tomorrow we can make
arrangements with my mother on where you’ll be staying in the
future. Our family will be busy with funeral rites for my brother for
at least three days, possibly quite a few more. I will speak with
mother and father as to the amount of participation they expect of
you, if any at all.”
Monica felt a chill run up her spine and prickle under her silky
jet black hair before she calmly responded, “You’ve been very kind,
and I don’t mean to sound disrespectful, Mr. Won, but I’d prefer to
stay in a hotel by myself rather than impose on relatives I don’t
know and have never met at such a sad time as this. I am excited to
meet with all of them when the time is right, and we can take it from
there. I’d feel more comfortable with everything. I’m sure you
understand why I feel ill at ease, considering your family, specifically
your father, may still hold my father responsible for killing his
brother, our uncle, in London. I certainly don’t want to be a burden
to anyone. I came here to meet the other side of my family, and
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primarily to find out about my mother and the events in her life
before she moved to America.”
Mr. Won bit down; his jowls flexed and a muscle rolled into a
knot at the back of his jaw. He stared at Monica for an uncomfortable
moment before replying with an ever-so-slight habitual head bow,
“Of course, I understand your position. It’s just that my mother
really wanted me to bring you directly to her house to welcome you
to Seoul. I have an urgent matter to attend to so I would be leaving
you with them and then return for you and settle you in at my
house. But I agree with you, the timing is awkward. May I suggest
one of the hotels just up ahead on the right? They are within a few
blocks of my mother and father’s house in Insa-dong, and you can
come and go from the hotel and the house as you please. You will
always be welcome. Would that be satisfactory?”
“That’s perfect. Thank you. I do really need to make some
phone calls and find out for sure if Rayman died in the ranch house
fire. The authorities haven’t attempted to contact me about it, which
I think they would do, being next of kin and all. And if Rayman is
dead then we are both mourning loved ones.
“On another note, you’ve generously revealed a lot of
information about my mother and the rest of your family.” Monica
politely smiled and corrected herself, “Our family. And rather than
getting lifelong questions answered, you’ve perked my interest and
added more questions to my list. And to top it off, you deem my life
to be in danger. It’s all now floating loosely around in my head, and I
need to put some of it to rest—including myself. I’m sure you would
prefer to mourn with your family without being distracted by a
distant cousin. We’ve been traveling for what, almost twenty hours
straight? And I’m really getting tired and need a shower. I can keep
myself occupied until your family is comfortable receiving me. I
know you and your family can empathize.”
Mr. Won smiled and drew his sunglasses down his nose with
one finger. Peering directly at Monica’s sunglasses, he asked,
“Anything else?”
Monica almost laughed at herself. “No. I think that’s it. But if I
think of something, I’ll let you know.” She smiled.
“Yes, you’re right. I know my mother still wants to see you as
soon as possible, but let me just tell our driver of the change in plans
so he can start working his way curbside. Would the Goryeo Hotel
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be all right? It’s not a major chain like a Hilton or Hyatt. We have
those as well, but the Goryeo has more of a traditional Korean flare
and the rooms are spotless and spacious.”
Monica nodded approval and said, “That would be fine. Is it
expensive? I’m not made of money.”
“You will be staying for free. The Won family owns a large
share in the hotel and we have a permanent complimentary room
for our family use.” Mr. Won pushed a button on his armrest.
The divider slid halfway down between the driver and the
coach where Mr. Won and Monica sat. The driver asked, “Yes, Mr.
Won?”
“Mr. Kim, would you please pull into the Goryeo Hotel
drive-through guest entrance. Miss Stell will be staying at the hotel
this evening.”
“Yes, Mr. Won.” The driver turned on his blinker and looked
into his rearview mirror at the seemingly endless stream of traffic
behind him. Before the divider closed, Mr. Kim quickly shot a glance
at Monica’s eyes but was defeated by her sunglasses.
Mr. Won’s cell phone rang. “Yobosayo.”
“It’s your mother. Where are you, my son?”
Mr. Won looked out the window as he spoke, “We are heading
for the Goryeo Hotel where Miss Stell will be staying until Chanyu’s
funeral and three days of mourning have passed.”
His mother huffed and complained with the agitated tone of a
child that didn’t get their way, “But I thought I told you to bring her
here. She is part of this family and should be a part of the funeral
rites.”
Mr. Won replied in Monica’s defense, “Yes Mother, but it’s not
up to us where she feels most comfortable. Remember, she doesn’t
know any of us or our customs.”
“True, but that’s not reason enough to exclude her.” Mr. Won
said nothing. “Do you have the knife?”
“Yes, Monica does. Why don’t we arrange a gathering at your
house and everyone who can make it can meet her after the three
days of the mourning?”
“That’s fine. When? What time?” his mother asked impatiently.
Mr. Won put the phone to his chest and asked Monica, “It’s my
mother. She is very anxious to meet you, her first and only
9
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granddaughter. Three days after the funeral, would an early lunch at
my parent’s house be all right with you?”
“If your mother requests my presence, I would be delighted.
And if she would like to come over to the hotel earlier and visit with
me, that would be okay too. I look forward to meeting her.”
“That, I’m afraid, will be impossible. I’ll explain in a minute.” Mr.
Won put the phone back to his ear, “Mother, Monica is looking
forward to meeting you after the funeral.”
“Does she know where we live?”
Mr. Won chuckled at his mother and responded, “Mother, we
have a driver and we’ll deal with that when the time comes.”
“Oh, right. Okay. Will you come over tonight and tell me about
her before you go home?”
“I cannot possibly meet with you. After I see Ms. Stell settled in
her hotel room, I have to attend to Chanyu’s body that will be
delivered momentarily by a refrigerated courier. We are almost at
the hotel, so I’ll talk to you soon. I also have to discuss arrangements
with Father. I know he will spend the night making preparations
and staying near Chanyu.”
“Yes. He isn’t here now. He went as Sangju, to collect rough
straw from the mountains for his ritual armrest and he wants you
to help him begin the kobok ritual this evening, but I expect him for
dinner. Okay, bye.” The ajima hung up the phone in her son’s ear.
Mr. Won blurted out a short laugh and pretended to still be
talking to his mother when he said goodbye into the dead phone. He
sat silently for a moment looking out the window with a stone stare.
“Is there something about your funeral practices that won’t
allow your mother to see me?”
“Yes. Out of respect for the dead, she should not leave the
house for three days once the funeral begins tomorrow.”
The driver drove up to the curbside doorman and bellhop with
a luggage trolley in tow.
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A nurse followed Victoria out of the Med Star Hospital before
first light. Victoria pushed Cale’s blanket-covered wheelchair to her
rental car in the visitor parking lot and asked cheerfully, “Are you
ready to go home and rest up for a bit?”
“I’m ready to go home, but I’ve rested as much as I can take. I
loathe hospitals.”
“Well, the captain gave you all next week off, so that’s ten days
to get your affairs in order and do as you please. And I’ve had two
interns covering part of our workload in the research department
while we’ve been here.” She dropped the left arm of the wheelchair
to allow Cale access to the car’s passenger side door.
The nurse pulled the blanket off Cale as he got up slowly and
put one hand on top of the door while the other palmed the roof of
the car for support. He shuffled stiffly into the wedge between the
door and the passenger seat as Victoria backed the wheelchair out
and gave it over to the nurse standing by. Victoria kindly thanked
the nurse as she left, and then moved her hands to Cale’s waist for
guidance.
Cale stood looking into the growing sunrise over the parking
lot. It was cold out and the moon and the brightest stars shined
through the glow of city lights. A police car siren sounded in the
distance.
Victoria cocked her head, puzzled, and asked, “You’re letting all
the heat out of the car. Are you going to get in?”
Cale turned around in her arms and rested his wrists on her
shoulders and stared at her for a moment.
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“What is it?”
“I want to thank you, Victoria, for being here with me while
they stitched me up.”
“Cale,” her strawberry blonde hair swept teasingly over the
back of Cale’s hands, “I don’t want to be anywhere else.” Victoria
tenderly embraced him with her head to one side and held on
carefully so she didn’t press down on any of the stab wound stitches
or absorbent bandages taped to his back.
Cale felt her warmth, and for the first time realized how much
Victoria loved him and he welcomed the emotions that followed.
Victoria could feel and hear Cale’s heart beat with her head
pressed into his souvenir blue scrubs shirt. Noticing a subtle change
in his posture, Victoria smiled and pulled away with a fleeting glance
down. Still smiling, she then looked into Cale’s eyes, which sparkled
back at her. “You should get in the car before you make a public
spectacle of yourself.”
Cale’s eyes darted around the dark empty parking lot and said
coyly, “There’s no one out here but us.”
Victoria huffed a laugh out of embarrassment and blushed,
shaking her head seductively. Her eyelids fell slowly over her
blue-gray eyes and rose even slower before she affectionately
replied, “Not a chance. And as your boss and a cop, I order you to get
in the car or I’ll site you for public indecency.”
“You’re out of your jurisdiction.”
“Go on, get in.” Victoria coaxed Cale around gently and lightly
guided his body into the passenger seat. Still grinning, she closed his
door and walked around the rear of the car to the drivers’ side and
got in. The car had been running with the heater blaring for fifteen
minutes.
Cale impulsively reached over and sensually touched the far side
of Victoria’s neck, turning her head slightly and wantonly kissed her.
Victoria felt warmth rush through her body. She dared not move or
disrupt the subtly growing throb and pulsing sensation she had
never felt or expected from a kiss. Her cheeks flushed.
They parted slowly before Victoria moved to put on her seatbelt,
announcing, “I’ve got to get you to San Francisco, but first we’re
going to have to change your clothes. There’s a bag of your stuff on
the backseat. You should have changed in your hospital room. You
could pass for an escaped loony dressed like that.”
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She put the car in gear and drove out of the hospital parking lot.
Cale left his hand on Victoria’s thigh and watched her as they drove
to the Dulles airport.
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